LPs F295 BD (OOOO OEE a EEE 


OY) QAO 


Illustratio 
So ti6itg JOS 


ae 
ie MOHIS 


— fEIrORBK (ie) — 


i 
C 
z 
S 
£ 
a 


i es / | 
K Rw Bop ROK 7 N 
ate eee 


pease — CH) 
RP 26' MA POWS—- | 


AAVINVY OMIHIHSOA 4q peusiseg 


| PLs 0% ito] 
pip JHE TER 


Contents 


POl2 Vee ARE HRS 
Baye i 


Rh kL T,”—lc tlle EE Neer] 


Table of Contents 


Cover 

Color Illustrations 

Table of Contents 

Chapter 6: The Holy-Evil War 
Interlude: The World Outside 
Chapter 7: Solena’s Forest 
Interlude: Eternal Punishment 
Chapter 8: Murky Darkness 
Interlude: Dawn of a New World 
Chapter 9: Time of Unity 
Credits 


4 
WraMite 
BMC ‘i a 


ha ae ‘ee 


it RH Se 


Chapter 6: The Holy-Evil War 


Suddenly, it started moving. 

Perhaps it was destiny, or simply the times changing. It was as if a 
stagnant stream, foul and rotting for a long time, had begun flowing again 
after a single pebble was thrown into it. 

I had carefully protected and nurtured that stream. 

So it wouldn’t stop. 

So it wouldn’t veer off to the side. 

So it wouldn’t get swallowed whole. 

Countless lives had been sacrificed, their hateful cries reaching the 
farthest depths of hell. But it was only by pouring blood filled with 
resentment that the stream gained the power to engulf everything. 

Ah... 

The great Mooncaller Witch, Solena. I can feel your soul in the wind, 
the earth, the whole world. 

The Stargazer Sorcerer, Argenthum, the short-lived observer. You are 
probably still observing the world from the pits of hell. 

An upheaval brought about by their sacrifice will transpire in this world 
soon. 

The time is ripe. Now is the time to raise the curtains of the grand stage. 

“Tt is my turn now.” 


Every war has a name. I don’t know who goes around giving them 
names, but every war known to the world has a grand—or very apt—name. 

I’m sure this war will have a name, too. 

“If | may give my opinion as a priest, I think that “The Second Holy- 
Evil War” is most likely.” 

Needless to say, the Holy-Evil War was the great war between witches 
and the Church that took place five hundred years ago. 

But just because witches and the Church were at war again, calling it the 
Second Holy-Evil War was too simple and felt rather exaggerated. 


Paying no attention to my grimace, the priest, both his eyes covered with 
an eye patch, began to talk about the “future” as if it were a divine 
revelation. 

“So the story is this,” he started. “The Kingdom of Wenias, the center of 
the continent, fell into the hands of the witch Albus. She then began 
suppressing the Church. Alarmed by her actions, the Church dispatched a 
total of 80,000 Knights Templar to take back the kingdom.” 

“Wait, priest,” Zero, the Murky Darkness witch, protested. She was a 
gifted witch and my employer. “That is only if the Church wins the war.” 

We were currently northeast of Wenias, in a deserted village located off 
the eastern highway. Abandoned hundreds of years ago, the forest had 
reclaimed the place, leaving almost no trace of the former settlement, but 
the houses half-buried in tree trunks provided the perfect shelter from the 
elements nonetheless. 

In the moonlit forest, Zero leaned against a large tree that had become 
one with the house, and looked at the priest as she held an old knife up to 
the moonlight. 

“If the witches win, the story will change,” she continued. “Perhaps like 
this: ‘Thanks to the actions of the Mages led by the brave witch Albus, the 
world has finally been freed from the rule of the Church.’ Well? Plausible, 
wouldn’t you say?” 

The priest pursed his lips. “The Church losing? Impossible.” He sneered. 
“Wenias is only safe now because of the mountain ranges that surround it. 
The collapse of the tunnels leading to the outside only served to narrowly 
avoid a head-on collision with the Church. Once the tunnels are reopened, 
all the witches in the kingdom will be wiped out.” 

“Are you absolutely certain? Exactly one month has passed since 
Thirteenth collapsed the tunnel to prevent the Church from invading. While 
the Church is doing everything in its power to dig out the collapsed tunnel, 
Wenias is preparing to intercept. What if they re-opened the tunnel and 
charged in, only to find that the Mages had set a powerful trap?” Zero 
turned to me. “What do you think will happen, Mercenary?” 

“No idea. What do you think, squirt?” 

Lily the rat Beastfallen wagged her long tail. “Don’t ask me, dimwit,” 
she answered cheerfully in a familiar tone. 


The priest had taught her a bad habit: answering stupid questions with 
“Don’t ask me, dimwit,” and she’d been saying it a lot more often lately. 
Then again, it was better than the days when she would take even the 
smallest joke too seriously and get flustered. 

“There you have it, priest,” Zero said, unconcerned by our indifferent 
attitude. She was trying to continue a conversation that had clearly ended. 

“It was stupid of me to even attempt a serious conversation,” the priest 
said, quickly losing interest and accepting his defeat. 

“T’m not a historian, you know,” I said. “I don’t care about the name of 
the war or anything else for that matter. The only thing that matters to me is 
our objective and the steps to accomplish it. I mean, you do know that it’s 
best if this war doesn’t end up with a name, right?” 

“Of course,” Zero replied. “If we do our best, the name of this war will 
be ‘The Three-Day War” or “The Disappointing War’. In order to make this 
an insignificant war that will not be remembered by anyone, we must first 
kill Sanare, who has deceived the lass.”’ She flashed a wicked smile, a vile 
aura wrapped around her. 

Moments like this clearly reminded me that she and Thirteenth were 
actually related. 

While the priest and I quietly winced, Lily raised a small fist in 
agreement with Zero. “I'll help!” she said. “I won’t forgive her for hurting 
mom and dad. I’m gonna murder her!” 

“Now you’re learning from her too,” I remarked. “You don’t have to be 
so enthusiastic about killing someone. Here, taste this.” Stirring our dinner 
pot, I tossed softened vegetables into Lily’s mouth. 


After huffing repeatedly, she swallowed the vegetables. “Make it 
sweeter,” she pointed out sharply. 

Thats Lily for you, all right. We shared the same opinion. I thought it 
would be better if it was sweeter too. 

“Mercenary, are you not forgetting something?” Zero asked. “Should 
you not be asking me to taste the food?” 

“Maybe if you just tasted it, not eat the whole thing. Back off.” 

“This is not fair! You have been showing favoritism to Rat lately. This is 
a clear case of infidelity!” 

“T don’t mess around when it comes to cooking.” I scraped some sweet 
plant roots into the soup, bringing it much closer to the ideal taste. “I wish 
we had some spices.” 

“Beggars can’t be choosers,” the priest said. “Supply of goods are cut 
off with the tunnels down. If someone didn’t beat a wolf Beastfallen half to 
death, we wouldn’t be treated like criminals.” 

“Indeed,” Zero agreed. “We cannot stay at inns, and we are forced to 
sleep outdoors. I personally do not mind sleeping outside, but I failed to 
consider the possibility of our food situation worsening if we could not buy 
more food in town.” 

With the tunnels collapsed, the Kingdom of Wenias became a closed 
country, halting all distribution of goods. This disruption had a tremendous 
effect. 

Fortunately, there was plenty of food in the kingdom. Crop failure and 
famine were highly unlikely thanks to Wenias’ fertile soil. The kingdom 
had an abundance of ores, and water sources were not a problem. 

Wenias was a nation that had thrived within the mountain range for 
hundreds of years. No one would die even if the flow of goods stopped. 

However, fresh fish that used to be imported from the Republic of Cleon 
disappeared from the kingdom in the blink of an eye. River fish was still 
available, but the price had increased rapidly due to relatively high demand, 
making it unaffordable for the common people. Spices that came in via the 
sea could not be grown in Wenias. 

“Fortunately, Mercenary is knowledgeable about ingredients, so we can 
have a good meal even in this dire situation.” 

Zero put away her knife, quickly prepared her tableware, and 
approached the pot slowly. She looked at me expectantly. I took her bowl, 


filled it with a generous amount of food, and handed it back to her. She then 
began happily stuffing herself. 

Next was Lily, and then the priest. As a cook—no wait, being a 
mercenary was my main occupation—I served myself last. 

By the time I got my food, Zero had already finished her bowl, asking 
for a second serving. 

“Our problems will be solved once we kill Sanare,” I said. “We’ve 
already figured out where the princess is. Now all we have to do 1s wait for 
Thirteenth to make a move.” 

“I’m getting tired of waiting,” Lily said, letting out a miserable squeak 
as her big ears flopped. 

We were making it sound so easy, but there was a problem: How could 
we kill someone who was already dead? Zero said that there was a way, but 
first we needed to get Sanare out of the princess’s body. 

To be precise, we had to seize the moment when Sanare returned to the 
princess’s body. 

Sanare could switch bodies at will. She could possess a doll, a corpse, 
and even a living person. She had plenty of options. But right now, she was 
fixated on the princess’s body. 

The princess had the gift for Magic. She possessed tremendous magical 
power in her body that Zero herself called her a prodigy. Zero had negated 
her ability to use spells from the Grimoire of Zero, but Sanare couldn’t cast 
any spell from the book in the first place. She had, however, created her 
own Magic. What was important to her was the princess’s abundant magical 
power that was perfect for using Necromancy. Since we didn’t wish to hurt 
the princess, taking her back from Sanare would not be easy. 

It was a huge problem for us, but it was also an opportunity to achieve 
victory. Assuming Sanare would return to the princess’s body, we could set 
a trap there. 

Now for the plan. First, Thirteenth would poke at Albus, creating a 
situation where Sanare had to stay with the girl. In the meantime, we snatch 
the princess and give Sanare a shot to her soul once she returned 
unknowingly. 

There was another problem, however: the princess’s own will. I cast a 
glance at the priest. 


“What is it?” he asked, noticing my gaze. He was bringing the spoon to 
his mouth in a graceful motion. 

“Nothing. I was just thinking how it would make things easier if we just 
killed you and handed you over to them.” 

If we were to believe Sanare’s claims, the princess was lending her body 
of her own volition. She swore vengeance against the priest and the Church 
after he killed her master whom she respected and admired. 

I wished it was just nonsense, but the fact that her attendant Raul was 
still accompanying her was proof enough. 

It meant that once Sanare was out of the princess’s body, she herself 
would still become our enemy. 

I wasn’t particularly worried about her combat prowess, but if she 
somehow told Sanare that we were coming, our plan would be ruined. 

“If you ask me, killing the Mooncaller Witch Albus would be the 
easiest,” the priest spat out. 

“If you ask me,” Zero cut in, “me destroying the world would solve 
everything.” Her joke didn’t even sound like a joke at all. 

“Please don’t say that,” I said. “It doesn’t sound like a joke when it’s 
coming from you.” 

“T am not joking. A long time ago, before Master was killed by 
Thirteenth, we had a discussion like this in the cellar. How to bring the 
conflict between witches and the Church to an end and bring true peace to 
this world.” 

“And your conclusion was to destroy the world?” 

“While it was an armchair theory, we devised quite a meticulous plan. 
Would you like a detailed explanation?” 

“No, thank you. It would only give me nightmares.” 

I didn’t want to hear a plan to destroy the world from the mouth of a 
witch who had the very power to do so. The more I heard about Zero’s 
master, the more I thought they were an outrageous character. A witch who 
could conjure up such disturbing thoughts was better off dead. 

“Well, killing the priest who was tasked by the Church to monitor us 
would cause all sorts of trouble. We understand that much, so you can rest 
assured.” 

In other words, all we could do was knock the princess out before she 
noticed us, and let her sleep until the whole ordeal was over. 


That’s why we were hiding out in a corner of the forest until Thirteenth 
could make contact with Albus, and pull Sanare out of the princess’s body. 

The princess’s whereabouts and condition were constantly being 
monitored by a swarm of rats—Lily’s “friends”. No one would find rats 
suspicious at all. 

According to information gathered by the rats, when Sanare was away 
from her body, the princess seemed to be mindlessly reading books on 
Sorcery. She was in an old underground tunnel, the campus that was 
originally the base of the Coven of Zero. 

After the collapse of the coven, the leader, Thirteenth, destroyed the 
entrance to the campus in Latette and reconnected it to another location. No 
one had come to the campus in the past year as a result. 

The old witches who originally used the campus as a stronghold had 
long since perished in the witch hunts. It was said that there were many 
abandoned witch lairs all throughout the continent. Apparently, witches and 
sorcerers sometimes embarked on long journeys to seek the many books 
that witches left behind, books that contained their vast wisdom. 

“If Zero and I don’t return, the cellar in Moonsbow Forest will 
become an abandoned lair as well,” Thirteenth said. “Many wisdom had 
been lost this way. [f witches united together like the Church, and shared 
their wisdom and knowledge, we might not have lost the war.” 

Thirteenth’s words reminded me of a story Zero had told me. She said 
that the reason why witches lost the war was because Sorcery was too 
tedious. It took time to learn it, and performing it was a huge task. That’s 
why Sorcery didn’t propagate, and that’s why they lost the war five hundred 
years ago. 

But the people of the Church couldn’t use either Sorcery or Magic. 
Explosives would not have been available five centuries ago. Food supply 
was much worse back then than now. Dea Ignis didn’t even exist back then. 

Yet despite all this, the Church defeated the witches. Their unity paved 
the way to victory. If the witches worked together in the same way, it would 
not be so far-fetched to think that the witches would have won. 

Had they joined forces and shared their knowledge with each other, they 
might have discovered Magic much earlier. 

With the founding of the Magical State of Wenias and the actions of 
Cestum, witches were now quietly banding together. 


Knights Templar numbering around eighty thousand had gathered from 
all over the continent. That was the official number, at least. In reality, there 
were probably a lot more than that. Lords who were ardent followers of the 
Church were also sending their own troops. It was safe to assume that all in 
all they totaled as high as a hundred thousand. 

Even after five long centuries, the Church’s unity still remained strong. 

“Does she think she can win?” I muttered to myself. 

“Who knows?” Zero said. “Wolf said that the lass had decided to 
become the villain. And as far as I know, villains always fall to the 
righteous.” 

Wood from the fire crackled. Lily stood up, sensing something. A stubby 
little rat was staring at us silently from the distance. The way it was looking 
at us, neither running away nor approaching, gave it a sense of majesty that 
I would not expect from a rat. 

It was clearly no ordinary rodent. I cast a glance at Zero. 

“It is Thirteenth’s familiar,” she said. 

The atmosphere suddenly turned tense. Once the rat confirmed that it 
had all our attention, it stood up on its hind legs. 

“We move tomorrow morning,” it said in Thirteenth’s voice. 


“Tomorrow morning?! That’s way too soon! I need time to mentally 
prepare myself!” 

“Please stop complaining,” the priest said. “You’re playing a minor role. 
I’m the one who needs the preparation.” 

I thought he was on my side, but he shot me down ruthlessly. 

As I fell silent, hurt quite a bit, Zero pressed a knife to my chest in a 
show of encouragement. It was Theo’s knife, which I left with her for a 
while since she asked for it. 

“Worry not. You have a major role to play,” she said. “I am counting on 
you.” 

“T’m not worried about anything. As a matter of fact, the priest is the 
key to capturing the princess.” 

The first step of the plan was to use the princess’s hatred of the priest to 
lure her out of the campus. Zero, lying in wait, would then cast Etrach to 
trap her, and cast a warding to cut her off from Sanare. We then prepare a 
fake princess for Sanare to return to. 


Of course, if the princess escaped, the plan would fail. In addition, the 
warding required a complicated Magic circle that couldn’t be drawn easily. 
We needed to lure the princess to a warding that we had prepared in 
advance. 

I would assist with the plan as a wall of flesh in case of an emergency, 
exactly the kind of job a mercenary would be asked to do. I was, in fact, 
only going to play a minor role this time. 

Since Zero negated the princess’s ability to cast Magic spells, I probably 
wouldn’t be needed, but better safe than sorry. After all, she had the horse 
Beastfallen Raul as her attendant. 

“A word of advice, priest,” I said. “Raul is calm and smart. He’s a loyal 
retainer who’ll do anything for the princess. Even a member of Dea Ignis 
would struggle if you fought him head-on. Keep your guard up.” 

“Thanks for the unnecessary advice. Don’t worry, I know what to do. 
Engage a little then find an opportunity to fake a retreat. Witch-hunting is 
Dea Ignis’s specialty.” 

“That’s the exact opposite of keeping your guard up.” 

“And I said your advice is unnecessary. Do you not understand? Should 
I spell it out for you? You worry too much for someone your size.” 

I see. He was confident enough to dismiss my advice with a quip. Like a 
supporting character, I kept my mouth shut. 

Zero was drawing a mind-boggling Magic circle in a clearing. “Is this 
the right pattern?” she mumbled. “Wait. I think this symbol here is not 
supposed to be a snake. This is why I despise Sorcery. Drawing a circle is 
too troublesome.” 

I asked her if she could draw them in a flash like Thirteenth did before, 
to which she said, “Do not lump me in with that aberration.” Apparently, 
Thirteenth had a special gift when it came to Magic circles. 

Lily listened to what the rats had to say and continued monitoring the 
princess. 

Looking up, I could see the jet-black night giving way to the dark-bluish 
morning sky. Soon, we would see the sun rising through the trees. 

“It is done!” Zero exclaimed as she rose to her feet. She poured the 
blood of a strangled bird into the Magic circle she had drawn on the ground 
using a tree twig. The circle glowed faintly for a moment before vanishing 
without a trace. 


“It’s gone,” I said. 

“T made it invisible,” Zero replied. “It is a trap, after all.” 

“Anything’s possible, huh?” I muttered in disbelief. 

Zero raised an eyebrow. “It is not something that anyone can do. lama 
genius—or so I would like to say, but my childhood experience of fighting 
Thirteenth with traps has served me well. While I am gifted, when it comes 
to Magic circles, I was no match for him. He could draw up a Magic circle 
with only an incantation, expand its range, transfer it somewhere far away, 
combine multiple circles, among others. He could do unimaginable things 
easily. The only two people who could do that in the cellar were my Master 
and Thirteenth. In order to compete with him, I thought of making Magic 
circles disappear.” 

Come to think of it, I knew that Thirteenth and Zero were siblings, but I 
had never once heard about how they grew up. No, wait. Back in Latette, I 
heard something about how they played hide-and-seek, but that was about 
it. 

Considering how much Thirteenth doted on Zero, it was apparent that 
they were very close when they were kids. 

“So, did he fall for any of your traps?” 

Zero cackled. “Not even once.” 

“Well, then. What good are you?” 

“He stole my research materials and took preemptive moves. I was so 
furious that I retreated into the depths of the cellar for a few years. Oh, yes, 
I remember now. It was at that time, I believe, that Master taught Thirteenth 
forced summoning. So he could drag me out.” 

“Talk about an unadorable sibling quarrel.” 

“He failed to learn it before I willingly came out, though. I lost interest 
in Magic circles at that point, so I did not even bother learning it.” 

“Big brother!” Lily called. She didn’t have to tell me. I knew why she 
called my attention. 

The priest quietly stood up. There was no hint of nervousness on his 
face. 

“Well, then.” He cracked his shoulders. “I’m off to hunt a witch.” 

This is pointless, he thought. 

“We should just kill her.” 


The priest transformed his staff into a scythe as he strolled along under 
the sunlight filtering through the trees. 

Zero said that she would prepare a fake vessel that would take the place 
of the princess in order to trap Sanare. 

In that case, the princess herself was not needed. Why go to the trouble 
of capturing her alive? 

It was one thing if she was being manipulated, but the princess was 
actually lending her own body to Sanare of her own free will. She deserved 
no sympathy. 

The priest was an expert in taking targets by surprise. No matter how 
strong this horse Beastfallen was, it wouldn’t be too difficult to sneak up on 
the princess and cut her head off. 

By his feet was a rat who was acting as his guide. He thought that rat 
guides were only found in fairy tales, but Lily’s ability seemed to turn 
fiction into reality. 

The priest’s foot bumped into something, and he stopped. “Hmm? 
What’s this?” 

Checking with his fingers, he could tell that it was a clump of mud 
mixed with dead grass about the size of a human child. 

“An insect nest?” 

Probably an ant mound or something. Destroying this kind of nest could 
be trouble. As the priest quietly moved away from the clump of dirt, 
another one hit his calf. There were more mounds around apparently. The 
rat let out a squeak and bit the priest’s shoe, pulling on it. 

Following the rat’s lead, he eventually made it through the cluster of 
mounds and arrived at a dilapidated brick hut. Musty air wafted out from 
the gaping entrance. 

This must be the entrance to the campus. 

The priest entered the hut and took one step after another down the stairs 
to the basement. His steps made no sound. His shoes were specially made to 
be silent, and he was trained as well. 

After descending for a while, his nose caught the scent of candles, 
suggesting the presence of people. At the bottom of the stairs was a narrow 
passage that went on endlessly. 

He stroked the wall with the palm of his hand. The book spines he felt 
underneath his touch indicated that bookshelves lined the walls of the 


tunnel. 

Standard practice would be to set them all on fire, but the parchment and 
bookshelves would not burn well in this humid environment. More 
importantly, setting the campus on fire would only alarm Sanare, ruining 
their plan of luring her out. 

The priest cautiously let out a small breath. 

Then, he heard the clatter of hooves. The sound of armor rattling echoed 
from deep inside the passage. 

Should I press on, or pull back? 

It only took a split-second for him to make a decision. The priest turned 
around and ran back the way he came. The sound of hooves followed him at 
a furious pace, as though it noticed him. 

They knew. 

They had been waiting for him from the start. The passageway was too 
narrow for a head-on battle with his scythe. He could fight back with his 
strings, but the sound of hooves suggested that he would be up against the 
horse Beastfallen, a spear-user clad in full-body armor. 

He made it to the end of the tunnel and up the stairs. 

The pursuer caught up with him. The beast’s body heat and the coldness 
of its spear was closing in, and the priest made a split-second decision to lie 
down on the stairs. 

The horse’s hooves barely cleared the priest’s head. Regaining his stance 
immediately, he rolled out of the brick hut and faced Raul, who slowly 
turned his body to him. 

“Looks like our plan to take you by surprise failed,” the priest said 
bitterly. “Almost as if you knew I was coming.” 

Raul cocked his head gently. “There were too many rats, and the way 
they moved, I knew we were being watched. I’m a Beastfallen, after all. I 
didn’t know who was watching us, but I’m glad it was you.” 

“T don’t recall doing anything to be welcomed by a Beastfallen.” 

“You killed the princess’s mentor. If I kill you, the princess will return to 
the island.” 

The priest couldn’t tell what expression Raul had on his face, but the 
hard voice that issued from his helmet had a coldness to it that made even a 
member of Dea Ignis shudder. 


It was as if he was hearing his own voice when he faced a witch he was 
hunting. 

Raul tucked his spear under his arm and lowered his body. His hoof 
kicked the ground, and a second later, the sharp tip of his spear was right in 
front of the priest. 

The priest somehow managed to avoid being skewered, but the spear 
tore his cheek. 

“T don’t have time to deal with a beast!” 

The priest leapt away from Raul and threw his scythe at him. The 
Beastfallen dodged the blade, however, and the weapon pierced the ground 
deep. 

Raul shrugged. “I’m sorry,” he said. “You can toss your weapon away, 
but I still won’t let you go.” 

“It’s fine. I didn’t give up my weapon.” 

I knew it, the priest thought. Raul couldn’t see the strings. 

From the sound of his muffled voice, the priest surmised that Raul’s 
helmet covered his entire face, resulting in a limited field of vision. And 
since he was half horse, he couldn’t see his own feet. 

It was like catching an animal in a snare. Draw a circle on the ground, 
and when the prey enters the circle, you pull hard on the string. The animal, 
with its legs tangled, would not be able to move. 

The moment Raul lunged forward again, the priest clenched his fist, 
tightening the strings running from his fingers to his scythe. 

Raul staggered when his hind legs got caught in the strings. Unlike 
normal animals, however, Beastfallen were incredibly heavy. 

The momentum pulled the priest a little, but he quickly sprang forward, 
wrapped his arm around Raul’s neck and pulled him down on the ground. 
Raul’s helmet fell off, exposing his thin neck. 

“Shit!” 

“You don’t seem to have much combat experience,” the priest said. 
“This isn’t a jousting match, you know.” It was a declaration of victory. 

He might not be able to break the neck of a Beastfallen like Mercenary, 
but with Raul, it should be easy. 

“You’re right, priest,” said a cold woman’s voice. “This isn’t a one-on- 
one match.” 


The sound of something cutting through the air made the priest stop. His 
decision was instantaneous. He leapt away from Raul right before he could 
snap his neck. If he didn’t, he would have been in grave danger. The sharp 
edge of a blade grazed the priest’s arm, sending splashes of blood on Raul’s 
armor. 

“Ah, what a shame,” the woman muttered as if to herself. “I wanted to 
cut your hand off.” She didn’t sound that disappointed, but her voice was 
filled with intense malice and hatred. She sounded familiar. 

“The princess of Black Dragon Island!” The priest sneered, correcting 
himself. “Oh, wait. You abandoned your nation to exact vengeance and 
engaged in heresy. The witch of Black Dragon Island would be more 
appropriate.” 

“Stand up, Raul,” the princess said softly, not answering the priest’s 
words. 

In a pure contest of strength, it would be difficult for the priest to 
continue restraining Raul. The priest loosened the strings and retrieved the 
scythe stuck in the ground. 

Armor clattering, Raul stood up, scratching the ground with his hooves. 

“Are you hurt?” the princess asked. 

“I-I’m fine. So please—” 

“I’m not going to hide. He’s mine. Besides, if I leave him to you, you 
might show him mercy and give him a quick death.” 

The priest snickered. “What can a has-been witch like you do? Zero took 
away your ability to cast Magic. Best you can do is close your eyes and 
quietly accept your death. Just like your master, who had his head chopped 
off by me in his sleep.” 

The moment the priest mentioned Argentum, every muscle in the 
princess’s body tensed up. Her breath became shallow. 

The priest expected her agitation. 

But the princess responded with a scornful smile. “Oh, excuse me. I just 
feel a little sorry for you. I suppose a shallow priest who knows nothing of 
Sorcery or Magic could not even consider the possibility that by becoming 
a member of Cestum, I may have learned a few spells not found in the 
Grimoire of Zero.” 

It was an incredibly strange sensation. There was no sign of life 
anywhere. No sound of breathing, no heartbeat, no creaking of bones. But 


footsteps were clearly approaching. 

Under the light of the sun, the priest could not see the enemy. If it were 
night, however, the bizarre sight would have rendered him speechless. 

He was surrounded by a band of warriors—lumps of earth that had risen 
up and took branches to use as swords. 

“T was leafing through some old books and found an account of Sorcery 
that gives life to mud puppets,” the princess said. “I figured that if I 
combined it with Sanare’s Necromancy, I could turn it into Magic, and the 
result is this, my lovely slaves. They’re not very strong individually, but 
through repeated trial and error, they grew in huge numbers. Didn’t you see 
the clumps of mud lying around in the forest?” 

The priest remembered the clumps of mud that he had bumped into in 
the forest. If they all started moving and attacked him, he would be in 
trouble. 

Letting out a small breath, the priest deployed his strings over a large 
area. The next instant, the countless clay figures that had been making eerie 
footsteps burst and crumbled to the ground in pieces. 

‘“‘What can these pieces of trash even do?” They were so fragile, 1t was 
almost disappointing. 

“You will be my test subject,” the princess replied. “Would poking twigs 
repeatedly weaken even brawny men? Can the puppets get into one’s mouth 
or nose and choke them? Can they cling on to someone’s legs, make them 
fall, and slowly torture them? Can they make someone who’s lamenting 
over the crime of killing a great sorcerer beg for their life? It might take a 
while, but I think these tireless mud puppets can achieve the intended 
results.” 

“Best of all,” the princess continued in a gentle voice. She paused to 
look around, exhaled, and smiled. “Mud puppets don’t die even if you 
destroy them.” 

No wonder their number didn’t decrease. 

The puppets lunged at the priest once more. As soon as he knocked them 
down, however, the scattered mud slowly gathered together, took shape, and 
pounced again. There was no end to them, literally. 

Clicking his tongue, the priest turned to escape. 

“Running away, are we?” the princess said. “You’re more spineless than 
I thought. Raul, after him.” She nimbly jumped onto Raul’s back. 


“We shouldn’t chase too—” 

“No. If we let him go, he’ll come after me again. It’s best 1f we kill him 
now.” 

Raul hesitated for a moment, but when the princess urged him to hurry, 
he started cantering away. 

Things were going according to Zero’s plan. 

Although accompanied by countless mud puppets, the princess was 
currently pursuing the priest of her own free will. 

If he could safely lead the princess to the trap, the plan would be a 
success. Soon, he would come across the cluster of mud that he stumbled 
upon on the way to the campus. 

If they’re all the princess's mud puppets, can I break through them? 
Even if he could, there was a good chance that the princess would catch up 
while he was struggling with the puppets. 

If I kill the princess, will these mud puppets stop moving? No. It would 
be too difficult while she was riding Raul and the puppets coming after him. 

If the priest ran away, they would chase after him, but if he chased them, 
Raul would instead run away. 

Since he could not kill her for certain, his only option was to lure her 
into the Magic circle. 

If I survive until then, that is. 

Then, the entire forest stirred. He could hear breathing, heartbeats, and 
small footsteps, different from the inhuman presence of the mud puppets. 

The priest felt irritated with himself for being considerably relieved by 
those countless creatures that would normally invoke disgust and fear in 
him. 

“No one asked you,” he spat. He had to, or he wouldn’t be able to take 
it. 

That abominable rat Beastfallen is saving me again? 

“What in the world is that?!” the princess asked, astonished. 

“Rats,” Raul replied calmly. “It’s dangerous. Please keep your head 
down.” 

As they slowed down a little, the mud puppets surrounded them, 
creating a shield against the swarm of rats closing in like a wave. 

The rats swarmed the puppets, biting and tearing them apart as soon as 
they regenerated, and the priest was able to run past them safely. He 


frowned as he noticed a tiny being clinging to a tree branch, shivering. 

The fact that this feeble-looking creature was the source of the dreadful 
swarm of rats was nothing short of astonishing. 

The priest twisted his strings around a branch and cut it down. 

“Huh?” With a shriek, Lily fell from above. 

The priest caught her as he ran past, then carried the confused and 
flailing Lily on his shoulders like luggage. The priest’s expression grew 
even more grim with displeasure as he thought that he looked like 
Mercenary carrying Zero. 
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“Wh-What are you doing, Father?!” 

“You think they wouldn’t notice you? After what you did, you’re dead if 
they catch you. What are you even doing here?!” 

“T-To help?” 

“T didn’t ask for a Beastfallen’s help! You’re just a burden!” 

“Th-That’s not true! I’m strong!” 

No. It was not Lily herself that was strong, but the swarm of rats that she 
commanded. The little furball did not understand that a single blow to her 
body would kill her. 

What’s more, Raul was aware that someone was controlling the rats. If 
he spotted a rat Beastfallen then, he would immediately assume that they 
were the source. 

“A priest employing a Beastfallen? Interesting,” the princess said. Even 
she came to that conclusion despite not having a clear grasp of the situation. 
“Let’s get rid of it first. These annoying rats should disperse then.” 

Lily seemed to have heard her. She started whimpering, her grasp on the 
priest tightening. 

She was nothing but a nuisance to the priest. 

Unlike Mercenary, the priest wasn’t physically strong. Someone small 
like Lily still weighed as much as a small child. Carrying her drastically 
reduced his speed. 

So why didn’t he just leave her behind? 

“Ditch her,” said a voice in his head. It was the adjudicator part of him 
that spoke. Any hindrance to the mission’s succeess, even if it was someone 
who had saved his life, was a burden. 

Which was right? Getting killed along with her, or sacrificing a single 
Beastfallen to accomplish the mission? The answer was obvious: abandon 
her. 

The priest realized that Raul, closing in behind him, had thrown a spear 
at Lily. He knew that if he left Lily behind, 1t would cost her her life. 

His body moved on the spur of the moment. As he twisted his body to 
protect Lily, he felt a jolt on his shoulder. 

“Father!” Lily screamed. 

The spear missed his vitals, scraping some flesh off his shoulder, before 
boring deep into the ground. He almost collapsed from the impact and 
intense pain, but he somehow managed to stay on his feet. 


He could hear the princess’s joyful laughter ringing from behind. 

“Raul, don’t forget to retrieve your spear, okay? It’s over there.” 

“Yes, Princess.” 

She looked like an elegant noble enjoying a hunt, but for the prey, it was 
no laughing matter. 

“Wh-Wh-What do we do?! There’s lots of blood! I-I’ll get down—” 

“Stay still!” the priest yelled. “You’re only aggravating my wound!” 
Keeping the pain out of his mind, the priest continued running. 

The pain was barely an issue. The problem was the bleeding. 

It wasn’t much further to the Magic circle where Zero and Mercenary 
were waiting. But the faster he ran, the faster the blood circulated, resulting 
in more bleeding. 

He wouldn’t die until he lost half of his total blood, but he would lose 
strength way before then. Unlike the absurdly robust Mercenary, the priest 
was only human, and humans had their limits. 

In fact, he was already slowing down significantly. The mud puppets 
caught up with him, making it even harder to run. It was even more difficult 
as the mud puppets were aiming for Lily. 

Raul should have caught up by now. But the clattering of his hooves was 
constantly at a fixed distance, with no sign of them closing in. 

I get it. It's a hunt. 

Raul was cautious. He wouldn’t carelessly close the gap until the prey 
was completely unable to resist. On top of that, the princess wanted to make 
the priest suffer. 

Then as long as he didn’t stop, the plan would work. The corner of the 
priest’s mouth lifted. 

They made it through the woods and onto a clearing. The center of the 
Magic circle was only about fifteen steps away. Zero would only cast 
Etrach once the princess was close enough. 

Raul and the princess were definitely chasing him. The plan was as good 
as a success. 

“Father! Behind you!” 

Lily’s warning and the sound of a spear cutting through the air reached 
his ears almost simultaneously. The prey became an easy target once it leapt 
out in the open. 


Normally, the priest would have dodged the spear, but the clinging mud 
puppets delayed his reaction for a split-second. 

“B-Big brother! Help!” Lily shouted. Even a swarm of rats couldn’t stop 
a spear flying at this speed. 

But if Mercenary came out to help, they would realize that this was a 
trap. The plan would fail. 

Ridiculous, the priest thought. He will not show himself. 

As he braced for death, a metallic clang rang out. The spear should have 
hit him by now. Instead, he heard a groan. 

“Oh, shit. I shouldn’t have come out.” 

He sounded like he just made a huge mistake. 

This is all Lily’s fault. 

I was going to abandon the priest, but Lily screamed for me to help, so I 
did, knocking down Raul’s spear with my sword. I, both objectively and 
subjectively, looked cool with my entrance. 

Raul took a few steps back. The creepy mud puppets that had been 
hounding the priest also moved away like a receding wave and circled 
around the princess. 

“You’re... really... stupid, you know that?” the priest said. 

His breath came in labored gasps, perhaps from his injuries, exhaustion 
from running, or disgust at my utter stupidity. 

I was, in fact, a complete idiot for saving this ingrate and ruining our 
plan. 

“Big brother! Big brother, big brother, big brother!” Lily called 
repeatedly, her eyes bright. 

“What’s the plan now?” the priest asked. 

“We'll figure something out,” I replied. 

“How exactly?” 

“The witch will handle it.” 

It was just like me to move on the spur of the moment. Obviously, I 
didn’t discuss this with Zero beforehand. But as I cast a glance at the 
bushes, I saw Zero already done chanting a spell. 

Countless plants burst out of the ground, zipping towards Raul and the 
princess. The horse Beastfallen, completely dumbfounded, was frozen on 
the spot. 

“Raul!” the princess yelled. “What are you doing?! Run!” 


Raul finally raised his forelegs. He turned his body around and started 
running, but there was no way he could escape Zero’s Magic. Vines coiled 
around Raul’s legs and dragged his huge body down. 

“That’s a genius for you. I knew I could count on her!” 

Once I jumped out, there was no way Zero would just sit around and do 
nothing. 

Smiling, I dashed onward, sword in hand. I kicked aside the creepy mud 
puppets rushing to cut the vines and jumped on Raul’s back. 

“Whitey!” The princess glared at me. 

“Sorry, princess. The plan was to be a little more gentle, but with the 
priest out of commission, this is our only option.” I cut the vines entangling 
the princess. 

“Princess!” Raul called. 

Ignoring him, I tossed the princess towards the Magic circle. She let out 
a shriek. 

“We’re all good, witch! Do it!” 

Before I could even give her the signal, Zero already invoked her spell. 
As the princess fell on her back, the ground around her rose fast, quickly 
trapping her body in a box of soil. 

The box was as big as a room of an inn. The original plan was to trap 
Raul along with her, so she should have more than enough space. 

The mud puppets swarmed the box of earth to save the princess, but a 
light snap of Zero’s finger, and they all stopped moving. The simple gesture 
showed just how powerful and experienced a witch she was. I couldn’t help 
but whistle in admiration. 

Zero scowled at me. “We’re all good, witch?” she said. “You charged in 
without even saying anything to me.” 

I lifted my tail and pointed at the priest, who was slumped down on the 
ground, holding his shoulder. 

“Hey, if you wanna lodge a complaint, take it up with him,” I replied. 
“He’s the one who screwed up.” 

Zero raised an eyebrow. “The priest did not blunder.” 

The priest raised his head curiously. 

“Did you really think that if I asked a member of Dea Ignis to take a 
witch alive, he would do as told? I assumed he would try to kill the 
princess, and Horse would do everything in his power to stop him. Above 


all, Sanare and the princess are not stupid. They should be prepared for a 
possible attack. The priest would be forced to retreat either way. The 
chances of surviving was higher if he went with the intent to kill. It all went 
according to my plan. In fact, I would say drawing them this far is a great 
achievement.” 

The priest’s jaw dropped. “Y-You thought... I couldn’t kill the 
princess?” 

“Allow me to answer your question with a question. Why did you think 
that you could defeat them alone? Your opponent is a Beastfallen and a pair 
of gifted witches. Moreover, Sanare, cunning as she 1s, would have 
definitely prepared something for her absence. You could not have handled 
them on your own, even if you were trained to fight a witch and a single 
horseman. Show me your shoulder.” 

Zero healed his injury with Cordia. The wound closed up immediately, 
and the priest let out a deep sigh that seemed to be a mix of relief and 
regret. 

“What were you gonna do if the priest couldn’t lure them here?” I asked. 

“If the priest fell, Rat would move, and then you, and then I would take 
the appropriate measure. Like I did just now.” 

“Wow!” Lily exclaimed. “So resourceful!” 

Thats a big word for her. If you asked me, though, I'd call it lacking a 
plan than being resourceful. 

Well, things worked out in the end, so it didn’t matter, really. 

“You seem to have something to say, Mercenary.” 

“No, no, no, nothing at all. Anyway, what are you gonna do about 
Raul?” I jerked my chin towards the horse Beastfallen tangled up in vines. 
“You can’t lock him up with the princess now, can you?” 

“How about killing him?” the priest said coldly. 

Zero gave him a dismissive look. “Nonsense. We cannot kill the one 
who did the best among us. We should thank him, in fact.” 

I laughed. “True. He should be commended for hurting the priest.” 

“That is not what I meant,” she said in the same dismissive tone. 

I shut my mouth. 

Raul, smart as he was, seemed to have realized that there was no point in 
struggling. He lay still on the ground, his gentle face tense, watching us 
with frightened eyes. He was waiting to see what we would do. 


“If Sanare comes back and finds out about this situation,” Raul said, 
“she will kill the princess.” 

Zero walked up to Raul. “I put her inside a warding to prevent that from 
happening,” she replied. “Her mentor, the sorcerer Argentum, entrusted her 
to me. I will not let Sanare kill her.” 

“But—” 

“Raul.” For once, Zero actually called someone by their name. 

Surprised, I looked at Zero. 

She kneeled down on the spot and stroked Raul’s hair as one would do 
to a child. “You did well to bring the princess here. I will never betray your 
trust.” 

“What?” 

Raul brought the princess here? 

It was indeed Raul who carried the princess on his back, but Zero made 
it sound like he knew all about our plan. I shot Zero a questioning look. 

The witch smiled and looked at me. “At some point, Horse saw through 
our plan. And he is the princess’s attendant, not Sanare’s servant. Who 
should he follow to save the princess, Sanare or us? The answer is obvious. 
That is why Horse chased the priest too far and hesitated for a moment 
before retreating from my Caplata. He did all that without arousing 
suspicions, even when we made a blunder.” 

“Really?!” 

Raul gave me a tired, vague smile. He didn’t give me a definite answer. 

“You had a rat Beastfallen with you back in Latette,” he said. “And I can 
understand animals too.” 

“What?!” Lily exclaimed in surprise. “No way! My friends didn’t tell 
me anything about that!” 

“TI was pretending not to understand.” 

Lily groaned. She didn’t seem to like Raul, which was perfectly 
understandable. 

“So you’re saying you knew everything?” I asked. “That we were trying 
to lure the princess here?” 

“Not everything. I couldn’t gauge how you all were going to treat the 
princess. Besides, the priest was going to kill her. I wasn’t sure that you 
were on our side. So I thought that if you were all enemies, I should at least 
kill the priest.” 


I wouldn’t blame Raul for this, as the priest had it coming. He killed the 
princess’s master. She then joined Sanare because of her hatred towards the 
priest and the Church. 

“If I managed to kill the priest with my spear earlier, I would have 
retreated. But once Mercenary came out, I no longer had the chance.” 

If he withdrew, the princess would just go back to being Sanare’s 
subordinate. When Zero used Caplata, he realized that we were trying to 
take her alive, so he hesitated. 

“T didn’t mean to get caught on purpose, but I guess it’s the same thing. 
It’s true. I was hoping that someone would save the princess from Sanare. 
She’Il be mad, for sure, but I want to protect her, even if she ends up hating 
me for it.” 

Now this is the kind of loyalty I want a certain wolf Beastfallen to have. 

Seeing that Raul was not going to resist, Zero freed him from the 
wriggling vines. Raul quickly stood up and ran over to the box earth in 
which the princess was trapped. 

“Ts there an air hole somewhere? She won’t suffocate, right?” He put his 
ear to the dirt wall and listened carefully to the princess’s voice. 

“There are no air holes,” Zero said. “But fret not. We will get this over 
with before she suffocates. Now let us begin the final preparations to trap 
Sanare. If you cooperate, we have a very good chance of success.” 

“The only thing I can do is be a guide,” Raul said. 

“Your presence 1s all I require. I will create a substitute for the princess. 
If you stay by its side, Sanare will assume it is the real princess. Now, let us 
hurry to the campus. You stay here, priest.” 

The priest raised his arms. “With pleasure,” he replied grimly. 

His wounds might have healed, but he couldn’t recover the blood he had 
lost that quick. He would only be a burden at the moment. 

“As for you, Rat, keep an eye on the priest so he does not kill the 
princess. We will simply be getting rid of a pesky pest. It will take a while, 
but...” Zero pondered over it for a moment. “We should be back by lunch at 
the latest.” 

Her tone was casual, as if she was just going out for a walk. 


Interlude: The World Outside 


A little while back. 

Holy City of Akdios, the Republic of Cleon. 

Not long after the collapse of the tunnel in the Kingdom of Wenias, 
Saint Faelia received a letter from the Church. 

“This is some serious matter. The Knights Templar are requesting the 
participation of the Saint in an all-out war with the Kingdom of Wenias. 
The Church’s top brass would love to have you inspire their soldiers with 
miracles.” 

The letter, written in high-quality ink on fine parchment, arrived with the 
Bishop’s seal. If she rejected the invitation, even the saint would get 
reprimanded. 

Sitting by the window and shaking the letter stuck between his vicious 
claws, the Hawk Beastfallen Cal flicked his wings open and shut. 

“Really? Then I'd better get ready,” Faelia said matter-of-factly as she 
rose from the soft bed. 

“Don’t you get it? They’re telling you to go to war.” 

“T know that. I’m not that stupid. But I can’t ignore a letter from His 
Excellency.” 

“You can make up any excuse you want. Tell them you’re sick or 
something.” 

“But if I go, I can help the injured. Isn’t that right? There are a lot of 
talented doctors in Akdios, but I’m sure there’Il be a shortage once a war 
starts.” 

“Still, I can’t agree with this. If they find out that you’re treating the 
Church’s soldiers, Wenias will do everything they can to kill you.” 

“Oh, God, you’re so overprotective.” Pouting, Faelia tucked a strand of 
pale scarlet hair behind her ear, and extended her hand. “Let me see.” 

Due to a miracle she invoked in the past, Faelia’s legs became 
paralyzed, and she went blind. 


Recently, however, her eyesight had been gradually improving. She still 
couldn’t move without help, but she wanted to see things nonetheless. 

She pressed her face to the letter, and let out a groan. “No good. It’s like 
black lines on a piece of paper to me.” 

“Still, it’s a lot better than when you couldn’t see anything. You’re 
getting better little by little. You should be able to move your legs one day.” 
Cal sat down beside her. 

Faelia reached for Cal’s feathers and stroked it gently. “Lord Torres is in 
Wenias, isn’t he?” 

“Not only him. Bigwigs of neighboring nations have been captured. 
There are many small countries that are having trouble deciding whether 
they should side with the Church or the witches.” 

In order to determine whether to side with the witches or with the 
Church, powerful people from various countries attended the founding 
festival held in Wenias. Ultimately, the Church and Wenias entered into a 
state of war without them obtaining any information. 

Many small countries steered clear of the major nations. 

If Saint Faelia answered the Church’s call, it would effectively put the 
Republic of Cleon on the Church’s side. Would this be in line with Torres’s 
plans, who was rumored to be the next head of state? 

Faelia was not familiar with politics. But she herself was just a Mage 
who earned the title of Saint. 

“Cal, you can fly, right?” she asked. 

“Well, I am a bird.” 

Faelia smiled. “Then maybe you can go to Wenias?” 

“What?!” Cal panicked. “No, no, no! You have no idea how hard it is to 
fly over mountains! It’s so windy in the skies, and the air currents are so 
turbulent around mountains. If I’m not careful, I could crash into them.” 

“But don’t all birds fly over mountains? 

“They’re just good at catching updrafts!” 

“So you can’t?” 

Cal went silent. The look of disappointment on Faelia’s face made him 
feel like he was being mean to her. 

“I’m sorry for not thinking it through before asking,” she said. “I just 
thought getting in touch with Lord Torres for a bit would ease my mind.” 


At first, Torres disliked Faelia. His gardener and his daughter lost their 
lives because of the saint. 

But once Faelia realized her wrongs and began to behave as a saint—or 
a Mage skilled with the Chapter of Protection—Torres became her 
guardian. 

She wanted to know if Torres was safe. If she could make contact with 
him, the information she could obtain from him could determine the future 
of the Republic of Cleon. 

Cal stared at the downcast Faelia and looked at the ceiling. “It’s not 
really impossible,” he said. 

“What?” 

“I’m sure the Church will want information on Wenias, and it’s faster 
and more reliable for me to fly than to cross the mountain on foot.” 

“But you said it was dangerous.” 

“Not as dangerous as charging into a burning mansion to save a certain 
someone. If you were a little lighter, maybe we wouldn’t have crashed.” Cal 
laughed. 

Faelia pouted like a child. “You meanie!” 

Later that day, Cal flew to the Kingdom of Wenias. He could see many 
things clearly from the skies. 

The Knights Templar surrounding the kingdom totaled eighty thousand. 

Plenty of food would be required to feed that many soldiers, but the 
large number of knights that the Church dispatched to end the battle quickly 
were not prepared for a long war. 

Despite the need to clear out the tunnels as fast as possible, the knights, 
proud as they were, insisted they could not do the job of miners. It was 
necessary, then, to hire people from neighboring countries to dig out the 
tunnels, which in turn would require more food. 

Of course, the Church had money and donations from the people. The 
frontliners would be provided just enough food so they wouldn’t starve, but 
humans would not be satisfied with mere provisions. 

As a result, stores began to gather around the knights’ encampment. 
Merchants built makeshift houses to sleep in, and inns were built for 
travelers. This community—it could even be called a village—was called 
Fulwinesca. It meant witch’s gallows, a fitting name indeed. 


Villages had sprung up in all the tunnels. People were making various 
kinds of equipment to ward off evil in preparation for the upcoming battle 
with the witches. 

Not even a month had passed since the collapse of the tunnels, yet the 
world was changing at a rapid pace. 
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Chapter 7: Solena’s Forest 


On that day, the royal capital of Plasta—no, the entire kingdom of 
Wenias experienced a tremor. 

The night before Zero’s party locked Princess Amnil inside an Etrach. 

Just before Thirteenth sent his familiar to communicate the 
commencement of the operation. 

One night, around the time when the town’s bakery was shutting down 
its oven, the missing prince knocked on the gate of the royal castle in a 
manner so casual that it was as if he simply went on a little inspection 
somewhere. 

“Your High— I mean, Your Majesty! The king has returned!” 

The one who was most surprised about the news was none other than 
Albus. 

How did the prince, who was supposed to be confined by Thirteenth, 
manage to return? What happened to Thirteenth? If he simply found an 
opportunity to escape, then they needed to beef up security immediately. 

Albus, who was already getting ready for bed, quickly dressed herself— 
just good enough so she wouldn’t appear disrespectful—and hurried to the 
office where the prince was waiting. 

She sprinted down the long hallway, pushed aside the servants sticking 
to the door to know what was going on inside, and barged into the 
“Contemplation Room’—the king’s office, which had not been used since 
the passing of the previous king. 

“Your Highness!” Albus exclaimed. 

“That’s Your Majesty to you, Albus,” a voice said in an amused tone. 
Their figure was out of sight, surrounded by many of his subjects who had 
rushed ahead of the young lady. “Albus, this way.” 

The king’s subjects quickly retreated, and Albus faced the young man 
head-on. She actually missed him. 

“Your Majesty. I’m glad you’re safe. Welcome back...” 


As she took a few steps towards the king, Albus suddenly felt a chill run 
down her spine, and her face froze. 

There was a sorcerer near the king. He was the most breathtakingly 
beautiful man she had ever seen. 

His long, waist-length hair was like silver threads, glistening in the 
moonlight streaming in through the window. 

The sorcerer in the reports who was gathering Mages to stage a revolt 
was said to be a man so beautiful that once you saw him, you would never 
forget him. 

After seeing him, she understood. Anyone who laid eyes on this man 
would have had the same impression. 

Why did the king bring such a sorcerer back to the castle with him? No, 
there was an even more important issue. 

Albus knew the sorcerer. She didn’t need to see the huge staff in his 
hand. His viscous, creepy, horrifying, hair-raising magical power was more 
than enough to identify him. 

“Why are you here?” 

Thirteenth. 

Albus still had enough sense not to mention his name. 

The vassals surrounding the king only looked at Albus dubiously as she 
stood there with a pale face. 

The king gave a serene smile. “Please leave us,” he said. “I need to talk 
to Albus.” 

“Are you being threatened?” Albus asked after the last person left the 
room and the door was firmly shut. 

She couldn’t think of any other reason for the king to take Thirteenth 
back to the castle. 

He must have threatened the prince so he could return, then take over 
the kingdom again. He even changed his appearance to deceive the eyes of 
the king’s subjects. 

But the king denied it. “It seems that there has been an unfortunate 
misunderstanding while I was away. So I will say it: I did not return to the 
castle until now of my own volition.” 

“But the throne was vacant after the king’s passing! A kingdom is 
nothing without its ruler. That’s why I asked you to return!” 


“I’m sure you understood why. I couldn’t return because of the risk of 
assassination. If I, the last remaining member of the royal family, died, the 
Kingdom of Wenias would be finished. To be honest, I shouldn’t even be 
back yet. If you didn’t start a war with the Church, I wouldn’t be here right 
now.” The king regarded Albus with icy eyes. 

Albus felt an uncomfortable sensation in the pit of her stomach, as 
though she had swallowed a stone. “B-But... a war will break out someday 
anyway...” 

“Saying that something that will happen someday may as well be 
hastened to the present is like saying that you will die in ten years anyway 
so you may as well die now. That’s what I think, at least. Don’t you agree?” 

“No, Your Majesty! I meant to start a small war now to prepare for a 
bigger one that will happen one day. That way we can clearly distinguish 
friend from foe. If we use this war to strengthen our ties with the nations 
that are with us, and use the bigshots from nations that are against us as 
hostages...” 

“Do you really think a small kingdom like ours can beat the Church?” 
The king guffawed. 

Albus winced. She wondered if he always laughed like this. The king 
Albus had known—he was just a prince back then—was gentle, wise, and 
kind, like his predecessor. 

She heard that when Thirteenth came to the castle, he was the first to 
learn Sorcery and Magic. Excelling in Magic, he strongly advised the late 
king to coexist with witches. 

Albus liked the young man. She adored him as much as the previous 
king. 

“According to the commander of the knights, you gave fifty Mages 
permission to use Magic this year. Thirty are old witches who practiced 
Sorcery, and the remaining twenty are former members of the Coven of 
Zero. Most of them are assigned to maintainig security and public safety. I 
doubt they can fight a war. There also seems to be many problems with the 
Beastfallen employed for security. Apparently, there’s a horrifying animal 
shed underground as well.” The king waved a sheaf of parchment in his 
hand. 

Thirteenth, who was standing behind him, was as expressionless as ever. 
As always, it was hard to tell what he was thinking. 


Albus clenched her fists, her lips quivering. “There’s a reason and 
purpose for everything I did.” 

“T know. I’m just saying, I think your reasons are inadequate. A small 
war to determine friend from foe? It sounds convincing, but let me ask you 
this: You can’t tell friend from foe without waging a war?” 

“But—” 

“T will not hear your excuses, Albus. I value results. Had I remained in 
the castle, I would not have allowed this to happen. Why didn’t you follow 
Thirteenth’s advice? Why did you doubt him and even try to kill him? Who 
in the world put you up to this?” 

“No one! I thought of everything myself!” 

“In that case, you will have to be punished.” 

Then Albus realized. The young man returned to the castle as king, 
taking Thirteenth, his master, with him. The king would not listen to her 
words, no matter what she said. 

In short, she lost to Thirteenth. 

“Are you... going to execute me?” 

“Execute you?” the king asked back, surprised. 

He gave a hearty laugh. It sounded mocking for some reason. Albus 
flushed. 

“What would be the point of that? It would just make the warding 
disappear, causing more trouble.” 

“Oh... So imprisonment for life, then?” Albus’ tone was challenging. 

The king did not rebuke her for her attitude. “I don’t know,” he replied. 
“We have more pressing matters at hand anyway, like how to deal with the 
Church. How can we avoid a head-on collision with them? Fortunately, 
there seems to be a way out. If we can get Torres to help us, we may be able 
to get in touch with the Church peacefully.” 

“Your Majesty! I—” 

“What would you do, Thirteenth?” the king said, cutting Albus off. 

Thirteenth looked Albus straight in the eye for the first time. 

Not wanting to hear any words coming out of his mouth, Albus stormed 
out of the Contemplation Room. 

The king did not stop her. 


He doesnt need me. The king doesn t need me around anymore. 


“We have more pressing matters at hand anyway, like how to deal with 
the Church.” 

He sounded as if he were cleaning up a child’s mess. 

Albus declared war, fully prepared to face death. It was a decision made 
after much distress, thought, and hesitation. Yet the king seemed to call it a 
small, trivial mistake. 

She felt terribly puny. The world she perceived was so small, the scope 
of her understanding incredibly narrow. 

Was I wrong? 

Her goal was to distinguish friend from foe, but before she knew it, she 
had no allies around her. 

What was I supposed to do? 

What was the right thing to do? 

Tears streamed down her face endlessly as she walked, eyes on her feet. 
An overwhelming sense of defeat and helplessness threatened to crush her. 

“Ow!” 

She bumped into someone and stopped in her tracks. She looked up to 
see a white wolf Beastfallen—Holdem, looking at her with concern. 

“Young lady? I thought you went to see His Majesty.” 

“Shut up! It’s none of your business!” 

Albus became furious for no reason and pushed the Beastfallen aside. 
Flinching, Holdem took a few steps back. Albus then started running. 

“Young lady!”” Holdem went after her. “What’s the matter?!” 

“Don’t follow me! I know you look down on me too! You keep 
comparing me to my grandma!” 

Holdem’s footsteps came to a screeching halt. 

Thats right. Holdem was only taking care of Albus because his original 
employer, the great Solena, told him to. 

He begrudgingly followed Albus’ orders. Whenever she was being 
unreasonable, he always gave her a weary look, like he was appalled and 
disappointed that this was the direct descendant of Solena. 

She had told him many times that he was free to go, but Holdem’s 
loyalty to Solena prevented him from abandoning Albus. 

Albus hated that. She despised the fact that she could only show her 
worth by being Solena’s descendant. 

So she strived hard. 


“Grandma! Grandma!” 
Wiping her tears away, Albus bolted out of the castle and into the 
woods. Her feet led her to her usual hiding place. 


“Oh, dear.” Sept let out a sigh as he watched Albus go with an exhausted 
look. He placed the bundle of papers on the table. “As soon as I returned, 
my subjects’ eyes immediately lit up and they start giving me all sorts of 
reports. No time to even mourn the death of the previous king. And Albus 
was in the same position until yesterday. I really should’ ve returned 
sooner.” 

“Mooncaller is more than capable of handling matters,” Thirteenth said. 
“She is wise and brilliant. She also possesses strong will and courage. At 
least, she did.” 

Sept shrugged. “Your high opinion of Albus makes me jealous.” 

“T failed to take into account the immaturity of her mind. This is my 
fault.” 

No matter how much Thirteenth tried to sway Albus in the past, she 
never wavered. She chose to be burned at the stake rather than assist the 
sorcerer. She had a strong mind. 

Thirteenth never imagined that someone could enter Albus’ mind and 
make her act incompetent. 

Thirteenth’s pride was to blame. He believed he was the best at deceit, at 
getting into someone’s head. If he couldn’t do it, no one else could. 

“You’re here to make up for that blunder, aren’t you? I just disavowed 
everything she did so far. She should be running to the one person she can 
rely on. You go follow her, draw her to you, and then hand her over to Zero. 
Don’t screw this one up, Thirteenth.” 

“Of course.” 

Thirteenth turned to chase after Albus, his cloak flaring behind him. His 
back seemed extremely cold. 

“Not even a ‘take care’ to your disciple?” Sept said. “I might get 
assassinated. I know you don’t care about anyone but Zero and Albus, but I 
wish you’d at least pretend to care.” 

“T wouldn’t have let you back into the castle if I was worried about 
you.” Thirteenth left the Contemplation Room without even stopping. 


Letting out a chuckle, Sept leaned back on the chair and stared at the 
ceiling. “I'll take that as a compliment, Master. The highest kind, as well.” 
He stood up. 

Albus was no fool. Deceived by someone, she had made some stupid 
decisions, but she had carefully prepared an escape route for every 
situation. 

Although Sept couldn’t say it directly to the man, he saw a little bit of 
Thirteenth in her meticulousness. 

Most of the kingdom of Wenias was untouched forests. Some of them 
were open to hunters for hunting, while some were protected areas where 
entry was severely restricted. 

Thirteenth was currently standing in the middle of a protected forest not 
far from the royal capital of Plasta. 

He had left the castle in pursuit of Albus. After walking through the 
woods for a while, her presence suddenly disappeared. 

He tried to detect her magical power, but it didn’t work. There was no 
trace of her, as if she simply vanished from the world. 

Thirteenth took a few random steps. When he realized that he was 
subconsciously turning back the way he had come, he finally understood 
what was going on. 

“So this is the place.” 

He had expected this. There was no other place where Albus’ mind 
could be at ease than Solena’s lair, but now that he was facing it, he realized 
how terribly troublesome it was. 

Solena’s lair drew in those who needed help. Those who did not need 
salvation could never enter her domain, no matter how many they were. 

The great witch had set up a living ward. 

As the forest grew in complexity and power over the course of centuries, 
the ward could no longer be sensed. Even if the forest was destroyed by 
force, the area within the ward would still remain, unperceived. 

Solena lived in this forest long before Wenias became known as the 
center of the continent. 

It wasn’t that Solena’s forest was located near the royal capital. A town 
was built near the forest, and eventually it became the capital. That’s how 
important Solena was to the Kingdom of Wenias. 


The ward still remained even after Solena’s death, as if to say that the 
body was just an ornament of the soul for her. It fueled Thirteen’s awe and 
reverence for the old witch. 

Even now, he could definitely feel the presence of Solena here. This 
forest was her sanctuary. 

But a vermin had infiltrated it, a vermin that must be exterminated. 

“Do you hear my voice, great Solena?” Thirteenth called. 

There was no answer, only the slight rustling of leaves, spreading like a 
whisper through the dark forest. 

Thirteenth thrust his staff into the ground and stretched out his 
remaining right arm to the sky. “I am aware that I am not fit to enter your 
sanctuary, but I beg you to lead me to your descendant.” 

A soft breeze brushed Thirteenth’s fingertips. 

Feeling a push on his back, Thirteenth started walking. A red flower had 
fallen at his feet. It must have been the wind. 

He looked up to see red flowers falling in the forest. They seemed to be 
guiding him somewhere. He followed the flowers. 

Before he had gone very far, he spotted someone running from the 
opposite side. They stopped quite a distance away from him. 

The figure twitched its nose and let out a groan. “You look different, but 
I recognize that scent. You’re Thirteenth, aren’t you?” 

It was a white-furred wolf Beastfallen. His name was Holdem, Albus’s 
attendant and a formal knight of the castle. 

“The Mooncaller’s servant,” Thirteenth muttered. 

“T’m Solena’s servant,” Holdem corrected. “I thought there was 
something wrong with the young lady. So it’s because of you. What did you 
do to her?!” 

“Show me to Solena’s lair,” Thirteenth demanded, ignoring the 
Beastfallen’s question. 

Holdem gave a menacing frown, then suddenly relaxed when he saw the 
red flower at his feet. “Solena always dropped a flower like this when she 
called me back into the forest. And now those flowers are surrounding 
you.” 

Thirteenth directed his gaze to his feet for the first time. Only his path 
was stained red. It looked like a carpet made of flowers. 

“So you noticed Solena’s soul,” Thirteenth said. 


Holdem let his ears droop. “I’ve been a witch’s servant for a long time, 
but this is the first time I’ve ever been so sure that she’s there. It seems 
Solena wanted me to come to you.” 

“To kill me?” 

Holdem laughed. “Solena never once ordered me to fight, and she would 
never tell me to sacrifice myself by fighting someone clearly stronger than 
me. I don’t like you, but Solena wants me to be your guide.” He walked 
past Thirteenth. 

A breeze brushed Holdem’s cheek. He watched it with nostalgic eyes. 

“Are you going to kill the young lady?” Holdem asked as they walked 
through the woods. 

Thirteenth knew that even if he didn’t answer the question, Holdem 
would still guide him, but he did anyway. “No.” 

“So you’re gonna lock her up forever in the castle?” 

“No.” 

“So no charges, then.” 

There was a short pause. “No.” 

Albus would be forced to step down from her position as Chief Mage. 
Although she was deceived by Sanare, she herself made the decision to 
wage war against the Church. 

No matter how legitimate her reasons were, the Church would not allow 
Albus’s presence in the peace talks. 

Thirteenth, with his name and appearance changed, would oversee the 
Mages of Wenias. Fortunately, a rumor had spread in the kingdom that a 
silver-haired sorcerer was gathering Mages. 

The best course of action would be for him to claim to be the sorcerer 
and make it look like he killed Thirteenth and saved the king. 

Needless to say, the Church would strongly condemn Albus for 
executing the sons of noblemen, who were followers of the Church 
themselves, and detaining the bigwigs from the neighboring nations. 

But the groundwork had already been laid for that. If they could 
effectively use the “hidden gem” that Albus had been holding, they should 
be able to bring this war to an early end on the promise of huge reparations, 
some restrictions on the Magical State, and allowing intervention in 
domestic affairs, as dishonorable as that sounded. Of course, they had no 
intention of paying for everything. 


No one, not even the Church, wanted a drawn-out war against Wenias. 
The kingdom couldn’t lose this war with a total surrender, however. The 
important thing was to use this war as an opportunity to make peace with 
the Church. 

“Did you not notice anything?” Thirteenth suddenly asked. 

“You mean about her grandma?” 

“Yes.” Thirteenth nodded, considerably surprised that the Beastfallen 
gave an immediate answer. What’s more, he hit the mark. 

“T did,” Holdem added. “I mean, the young lady told me. She took me to 
the hideout, saying that her grandmother had returned. Apparently, a doll 
was talking. I didn’t actually see the doll talking, but anyway, I didn’t think 
Solena would possess a doll. I told the young lady that it wasn’t Solena. 
After that she started keeping me away from her and the lair.” 

“How foolish,” Thirteenth spat out. 

They were fools. Albus, for distancing herself from her only clear ally. 
Holdem, for not convincing Albus, even it meant the young lady snubbing 
him. 

Thirteenth, too, for not noticing the situation and letting Sanare snatch 
Albus away. 

“I’m useless,” Holdem muttered to himself. Suddenly a hard nut fell on 
his head. The Beastfallen crouched down, holding his head. “Ouch! 
Where’d that come from?!” 

“Witches do not like it when their servants are being looked down 
upon,” Thirteenth said. “If you value your life, do not call the servants of 
the great Solena ‘useless’, as true as that may be—” 

There was a dull thud, and a nut fell right at Thirteen’s feet. The 
assiduous Thirteenth shut his mouth quietly. 

Holdem picked up the nut that had struck him on the head and smiled 
bitterly. “If it weren’t for you, Solena would still be alive.” His tone was not 
reproachful. He simply lamented Solena’s death. 

“You’re right,” Thirteenth agreed. 

“T’ll never forgive you, but you can help the young lady.” He didn’t even 
bother asking. His was a firm declaration. 

Thirteenth nodded silently. 

“Dawn’s breaking soon. The lair is Just around the corner.” Holdem 
started walking again. 


Albus raced through the forest and burst into the lair, rushing 
immediately to the doll. No words came out of her mouth. 

Holding the doll to her chest, Albus sank down on the floor. “Grandma. 
Are you listening? What should I do?” 

The doll didn’t answer. 

Still, Albus continued talking. “His Majesty came back... with 
Thirteenth! He’s acting like I did a bad thing. There’s a reason for us to start 
a war with the Church, but he doesn’t understand that. If he thought about it 
even a little bit, he should know that now is the time to fight! Don’t you 
think so, Grandma?” 

It was the doll who encouraged Albus in the first place. 

When it heard that Thirteenth would not return the prince to the castle, 
the doll said, “That’s strange.” 

If the prince did not return to the castle, people would inevitably suspect 
that Albus was planning to take over the kingdom. The doll thought that 
was Thirteenth’s plan. 

As a matter of fact, everything went according to the doll’s prediction. 
Albus’s position was rapidly worsening, and it was only a matter of time 
before the people, incited by the Church, would start pushing to kill 
witches. 

“If only the Church wasn’t around,” the doll had said. “If only we could 
get them out of the kingdom, we could live in isolation.” 

A war would break out sooner or later, anyway. Rather than panicking 
when the Church suddenly attacked, it would be better to start the war from 
the witches’ side, resulting in fewer casualties. 

It was the ideal response, based on sound logic. If only Thirteenth hadn’t 
gotten in the way, everything would have been fine, but why couldn’t the 
king see that? 

“Don’t cry, sweetie. You’re a strong witch, aren’t you?” 

A hand made of cloth brushed Albus’ eyes, and she looked up. 

“Grandma!” 

“You said the prince returned to the castle to take the throne? And he 
brought Thirteenth with him?” 

Realizing that the doll had been listening to her, Albus nodded 
repeatedly. “Yeah, that’s right! He said the war must be stopped. I’m sure 


he’s going to release all the hostages too. They’re our precious bargaining 
chips to keep the Church’s allies in check!” 

“Oh, you poor thing. It sounds like the king had been completely 
brainwashed by Thirteenth.” The dool shook its head slowly. 

The discomfort that had been lurking in Albus’s chest instantly 
vanished. “I see,” she muttered, and heaved a sigh of relief. 

Thirteenth deceived him. He took the prince away, brainwashed him, 
and then returned him to the castle as king. 

I knew it. Thirteenth s the enemy. 

“I... [have to wake His Majesty up! Make him come back to his 
senses!” Albus stood up. 

The answer was there if she just put her brain to work. Running away all 
shaken was exactly what Thirteenth wanted. 

“Unfortunately, Thirteenth is a terrifying sorcerer,” the doll said. “It’s 
not going to be easy. The kingdom will be ravaged before you can even 
undo the brainwashing.” 

“Then what should I do?!” 

“Oh, sweetie. I don’t want to say it. You’re so nice. It’ll only destroy 
you.” 

“It won’t. Tell me, Grandma. I can do it.” 

“But...” The doll paused. 

“Please,” Albus urged. 

After pondering it over for a while, the doll sighed, and reluctantly told 
Albus what she had to do. 

“You have to kill the king.” 

Albus stared blankly at the doll, speechless. 

““Wh-What are you saying?” 

“Killing Thirteenth is difficult, but you can assassinate the king, can’t 
you? You will carry out what the gossips have been whispering about. You 
can protect the kingdom if you kill him.” 

“T-I can’t! That would be usurping the throne! I’m not even popular. If I 
do that, no one will follow me!” 

“But no one can kill you, either. If you die, the wards around Wenias 
will disappear. With the one thing keeping the amateur witches in check 
gone, they will go on a rampage. Do you think helpless humans who can’t 
use Magic would want that?” 


“T can’t! The old witches would never allow it!” 

“They will. The old witches and the Mages will follow you. You are, 
after all, the descendant of the great Solena.” 

Albus dropped the doll. For the first time, it called herself Solena. 
Something felt odd. 

“Amateur witches might not know this, but the great Solena 1s a title 
that others called her,” said a low voice. “A witch would never utter her 
own title.” 

Albus jumped. She was in the sacred forest of Solena. No one but those 
seeking salvation could enter this place. 

“Thirteenth?!” Albus shrieked. “What are you doing here?!” Her eyes 
darted to the white wolf Beastfallen standing behind him, and was stunned. 

Did he bring him here? 

Albus’s hair rose. “Holdem! How dare you?!” 

The Beastfallen did not flinch. He simply shrugged, not showing any 
remorse. “Solena’s orders, young lady,” he said. 

It was a line that Holdem often said to drag Albus back to the house 
when Solena was still alive. 

Solena’s orders eclipsed Albus’s orders. 

Glaring at Holdem, Albus picked up the doll she dropped. “Lies! 
Grandma’s been here the whole time! She wouldn’t have given you the 
order!” 

“T keep telling you, young lady, that thing’s not Solena!” Holdem yelled. 
“How can you not see that?!” 

Albus’s throat tightened. This was the first time that Holdem had ever 
raised his voice at her. 

Albus looked down at the doll in her hands. It was a memento made by 
Solena herself. It moved and talked. It understood Albus’s worries and 
helped her. If it wasn’t Solena, then who was it? 

“If she’s not my grandma, she couldn’t have entered this place,” she 
said. 

“There are hidden paths,” Thirteenth said. “The beast warrior leading 
me here is proof of that. And a departed soul should be able to see other 
passages invisible to us.” 

“Shut up! What do you think you know about this place?! Nothing! You 
killed my grandma!” 


“Ahaha...” 

There was a sudden, out-of-place laughter. Albus realized that it came 
from the doll she was holding. She looked puzzled. 

The doll shuddered, wriggled, and finally guffawed. “Oh, dear me. You 
made me laugh so hard. It’s all ruined now.” 

“G-Grandma?” 

“What is it, sweetie? Foolish child! Everyone is trying so hard to help 
you, but you look like a baby crying ‘Grandma! Grandma!’ I thought I 
could use you a little longer, but I guess not. I don’t stand a chance against 
Thirteenth. I can’t babysit you anymore, now that he’s here.” 

“Grandma!” 

The doll let out a crude laughter, like its personality changed completely. 
It twisted out of Albus’ hands, rolled to the floor, and stood up. “Ta-da!” It 
spread its hands wide. “Nice to meet you, Albus the Mooncaller Witch. ’'m 
a member of Cestum and a student of our founder. My name is Sanare. I 
was tasked with the mission of tricking you into starting and intensifying 
the war between the Kingdom of Wenias and the Church!” 

Albus staggered, bumped into a table, and crumpled to the floor. Her 
throat twitched with discomfort, as if a lump of rotting flesh had been 
shoved into the pit of her stomach. She could barely breathe. She felt 
extremely nauseous, but she couldn’t throw anything up. 

Holdem rushed to her side and held her shoulders. She was grabbing her 
own chest, struggling to breathe. Albus tried to shake the Beastfallen off, 
but she didn’t have the strength to do so. When he rubbed her back, she 
burst to tears. 

“T see,” Thirteenth said. “I am less trustworthy than this one.” He let out 
a sigh and shook his head. Then with a snap of his fingers, a small Magic 
circle instantly formed on the doll’s hat. 

The doll—Sanare—tumbled down from the force. She touched her hat, 
head tilted in confusion. 

“What’s going on?” she said. “What kind of a game is this?” 

“T shut you inside that doll. I need to ask you some questions. It’s not a 
very complicated ward.” 

Etching a warding on a doll at a distance in a matter of seconds was not 
something that any ordinary witch or sorcerer could do. 


However, the ward would disappear once the doll was burned. 
“Amazing,” Sanare said. She did not seem to be flustered. “I expected as 
much from you, Thirteenth. Even the Boss was impressed with your speed 
and accuracy in drawing Magic circles. Your ability to transcribe and 
expand wards that covered the whole Kingdom of Wenias! As a former 
member of the Coven of Zero, I can’t help but feel proud!” 

“It’s no use provoking me. You said that your goal was to wage war 
against the Church, but the witches don’t have the power to fight the 
Church yet. However, your leader is not so foolish as to wage an all-out war 
against the Church without a chance of victory.” 

“Oh, you want to know about our odds? If I tell you, will you side with 
us?” 

“Let’s hear it.” It was neither an affirmation nor a denial. 

“Very well!” Sanare said, as if she was dying to tell others. The attitude 
she displayed made her look like a child eager to show something off to 
people. “Wenias is just a decoy. The Knights Templar gathered around the 
kingdom will be annihilated by the witches and nations on Cestum’s side! 
The rest we can trap inside the kingdom. With the Boss’s power, putting up 
a ward for such purpose is easy. It would be reassuring if you joined us, 
Thirteenth.” 

“A decoy?!” Albus was shocked. “You’re sacrificing the witches of 
Wenias to kill the knights?!” 

“You idiot. Once the war begins, Wenias will be destroyed by the 
Church anyway. We may as well use this to our advantage and weaken 
them. You don’t even think that far ahead before starting a war. I’m so glad 
you’re an idiot.” 

“You wouldn’t dare!” 

“Oops, did I make you mad? Nothing you say can stop the war, though. 
You’ve already executed the sons of noblemen. You did it! The Church will 
never let the witches of Wenias go unpunished!” Sanare laughed out loud. 

Thirteenth scoffed. Sanare stopped laughing, and looked at Thirteenth. 

“You thought you had the Mooncaller in the palm of your hands, but in 
fact you did not see anything at all,” the sorcerer said. “Those youngsters 
you thought were executed are all safely imprisoned in the tower. She must 
have used the same method when they faked my execution. I understand. 


It’s much more useful to pretend that you’ ve killed them and then hide them 
than to actually kill them.” 

“What?” Sanare’s tone changed. If the event that triggered the war didn’t 
happen at all, it would change the situation drastically. “I know how stupid 
that brat is! She doesn’t have the brain to come up with something like 
that!” 

“That assumption of yours is proof of your stupidity. The Mooncaller is 
young and imprudent. But she’s also noble and wise. You’ve taken 
advantage of her weakness, but you underestimated her too much that you 
failed to see her strengths. If it were me, I wouldn’t entrust an important 
mission to someone as inept as you. Now I know that Cestum is no threat at 
all.” 

“Y-You don’t know anything! D-Did you call me inept? Nothing you say 
can change things now. The war’s already begun, and I’m the one who 
started it! You can tell the Church you didn’t actually execute anyone, but 
it’s too late. The Church has already raised its fist, and 1t won’t put it back 
down!” 

“Maybe not. But it will end quick. The witches of Wenias will not fight 
the Church.” 

“Are you going to surrender?! You’re insane!” 

“There are no sane sorcerers anywhere. This simply proves my point: 
you are inept.” 

“No!” Sanare shouted. “No, no, no, no, no! The Boss will never allow 
that! There will be a war. I’Il make sure it happens, even if I have to kill you 
and the king!” 

Sanare, who was so intelligent and calm in front of Albus, looked like a 
foolish average person in front of Thirteenth. 

Albus quietly hung her lead low. 

I should’ve listened to Thirteenth s advice. If only I was stronger... If 
only I had a stronger mind. If only I had the courage to stand up for the 
witches of Wenias, even if I had to use the person I hated. 

[f only I had the courage to give up my cheap pride. 

Suddenly, the air changed. Not only that. The temperature dropped 
drastically. Their breaths turned white, and frost began to form on Solena’s 
plant-made lair. 

“It can’t be!” Thirteenth exclaimed, astonished. “It’s impossible!” 


The sorcerer was always calm. Albus could not help but be taken aback 
by his reaction. 

Thirteenth turned around and exited the lair. 

“It’s the Boss!” Sanare shouted happily, rolling out of the house. “The 
Boss is here!” 

Albus and Holdem followed suit. They shuddered at the scene that 
greeted them outside. 

“The forest...”’ Albus’s jaw dropped. “The forest is frozen?!” 

The lush and green trees had turned white and frozen. Frost columns 
covered the ground as if it were the middle of winter. The air Albus 
breathed in seemed to freeze her lungs. She covered her mouth with her 
sleeve. 

Thirteenth let out an uncharacteristically human groan tinged with a 
mixture of fear and confusion. There was a figure in front of his eyes, 
sitting gracefully in the air. It seemed like a dream, or an illusion, or some 
sort of a cruel joke. 

The figure was filled with the dignity of someone overwhelmingly 
powerful. She was sitting comfortably on a non-existent chair, her long legs 
crossed, glaring at everyone present. 

“Master!” Thirteenth said. 

Albus stared at the figure floating in the air, dumbfounded. 

It was an incredibly beautiful woman with long silver hair that reached 
her ankles. 

She looked a lot like someone Albus knew. 

“Zero?” Albus murmured. 

But she looked a little too old. 

The woman’s crimson eyes—unlike Zero’s violet ones—turned to 
Albus. 

“It is a pleasure to meet you, young Mooncaller Witch,” she said. “I 
have no name to introduce myself with, so allow me to describe myself 
instead. Iam a Murky Darkness Witch, one who finds meaning out of 
meaninglessness and creates something out of nothingness.” 


“Shocked? Surprised? Bet you didn’t see that one coming!” Sanare’s 
grating voice, like the unpleasant buzzing of insects, passed through 
Thirteenth’s ears. “That’s right. Cestum’s leader is none other than your 
mentor!” 

Beads of sweat ran down Thirteenth’s cheeks, freezing in mid-air, then 
crumbled on the ground. 

It can t be. It’s impossible! Thirteenth repeated the words he just said in 
his head. 

He was certain that he killed her. 

“You’re so stupid, Thirteenth,” Sanare said. “You couldn’t possibly kill 
your master. It was all a part of her plan. She pretended to be stubborn and 
made you decide to end things once and for all. She made you take the 
Grimoire of Zero, create the Coven, and spread Magic!” 

Sanare rattled on, waving her doll arms, expressing her joy with her 
whole body. “You thought you came up with your plan? You thought it was 
your decision, didn’t you? You fool! You actually believed you were a 
clever sorcerer when you were dancing in the palm of your master’s hands 
all along! What a riot!” 

“Sanare.” 

“Yes, Master?” 

“You talk too much.” 

The witch snapped her fingers. Sanare let out a shrill scream, writhed in 
pain, and crawled on the frozen ground. Then the doll plopped down, 
unmoving. 

Thirteenth turned his attention back to the doll. If Sanare’s soul had been 
expelled from the doll, she would be heading back to the princess. If Zero 
and the others had not yet captured the princess, the plan would fail. 

Seeing the puppet twitch slightly, Thirteenth felt relieved. Then 
overwhelmed by a heart-crushing tension, he looked at the Murky Darkness 
Witch again. Her red eyes that seemed to see through everything watched 
Thirteenth languidly. 

She noticed. She realized that Thirteenth’s goal was to stall Sanare. Not 
that she mattered at this point. 

With the appearance of his mentor, all that awaited Thirteenth now was 
defeat. 

Why did he think that he could kill this witch? 


It was extremely easy to stop the functions of the human body if you 
knew how. A single pen could do the trick. 

Thirteenth took the lives of all the witches in the cellar back then. Their 
hearts stopped beating. They weren’t breathing. 

But that wasn’t death. Just as Solena’s soul was still alive in this forest. 

The Murky Darkness’s gaze turned to Sanare, then Albus, and finally 
rested on Thirteenth. 

“It has been too long, Thirteenth. You have worked hard all this time. 
You have done everything I expected you to do. I will gladly welcome you 
to Cestum.” 

Thirteenth’s eyes grew wide. “Welcome me? If you are joking, it is not 
funny.” 

“T do not like jokes, and if I recall correctly, neither do you. Needless to 
say, the order I am about to give you is no joke either.” 

“What order?!” 

“Kill the Mooncaller.” 

Thirteenth swallowed hard. Her command held so much force that his 
knees almost buckled. He turned to Albus. 

Albus jumped, but stood her ground. Ever since he met her, she had 
always been like that. It did not matter how much fear and difficulty she 
faced. She cowered, trembled, panicked, but she never ran away. 

Thirteenth thought she was foolish. 

“Tf I kill the Mooncaller, the wards will disappear,” Thirteenth said in a 
low voice. He was thinking of something else entirely. 

One year ago. His confontration with Zero. The incantation from the 
Forbidden Chapter. Misnomers. 

He remembered every word of Zero’s chant. J should be able to do it. 


Ard Geld in de Koa Dia Zea. 
“You can rebuild the ward yourself. Surely you can copy the spell of an 
inexperienced Mooncaller witch.” 


“T don’t see the point in killing her. She has much more value alive.” 


In the name of the King of Despair, who lords over the crossroads of 
desire and longing, from the depths of mud and darkness, come forth 


from the murky abyss, O’ Gate of Decay. 


“She is valuable dead, Thirteenth. She is a witch who bears the title of 
Mooncaller, and a direct descendant of the great Solena. Despite that, her 
death would not affect the world in any way. That is exactly the kind of 
witch’s heart I am searching for.” 

“A witch’s heart? For what?” 

“An offering,” she answered curtly, her face still. 

Thirteenth knew of only one Sorcery spell that required a witch’s heart 
as sacrifice. He also knew that his master studied it extensively in the past. 
It took her about ten years to develop and perfect the spell. 

Fragments of memories and thoughts clicked together, forming one 
answer. 

“Master. Are you planning to send the world to ruin?!” 

“Indeed, I am. I will destroy the world.” 

The Murky Darkness witch gave a serene smile, as if saying it was a 
wonderful idea. It sounded like one to Thirteenth. 

Still... 


O’ servitor of discord bound by the covenant of flesh and blood, descend 
upon the banquet of the foolish and devour them! 


“I’m sorry, Master, but this is my answer! Forbidden Chapter, Last Page: 
Segtor Medis! Grant me power, for I am Thirteenth, the bringer of the end!” 
Thirteenth thrust out his right hand towards the witch. The landscape 
around him crumbled into pieces, and a gaping hole of darkness formed. A 

wave of the dead, surging forth from the afterworld to the world of the 
living, became a tangled mass of flesh, rushing straight at the witch. 

He didn’t think he could kill her. He only needed to buy a few seconds. 

“Run, Mooncaller! I’ll buy you some time!” 

“Uh, ah...” Albus hesitated for a moment. 

Holdem moved first. He picked Albus up and started running without 
turning around. A sigh tinged with boredom followed his back. A sigh from 
the Murky Darkness witch. 

“Then I will do it,” she said. 


Thirteenth’s Segtor Medis did not even lay a scratch on the witch. A 
huge icicle the size of a tree trunk shone brightly on her slender fingertips. 

It was a Magic spell not found in the Grimoire of Zero. 

When Zero wrote the book in the cellar, Thirteenth was with her, and so 
was their master. The Murky Darkness witch would have applied the same 
theory to create her own Magic spell. 

The witch raised her finger a little and pointed at Albus. The icicle 
sliced through the air, zipping towards Albus’ heart with a speed that was 
unimaginably fast for such a graceful motion. 

Noticing the attack, Holdem tossed Albus into the bushes. An excellent 
decision. The huge icicle would have skewered them both. 

But the icicle changed direction mid-air without slowing down, still 
aiming for Albus. 

“You’re kidding!” Holdem was shocked. “Young lady!” 

A sapling suddenly rose, pushing through the frozen ground, and 
blocked the icicle’s path, as if to shield Albus. 

It was protection from the great Solena, the guardian of the forest. But it 
was not enough to defend Albus. 

As soon as Thirteenth realized this, he leaped forward. 

It all happened in less than a second. 

The icicle pierced Thirteenth’s heart and the trunk of the tree that 
sprouted, stopping just short of Albus’s chest. 

“Oh, dear,” the Murky Darkness witch uttered with surprise. She didn’t 
seem moved, however. “I suppose Thirteenth is dead.” 

“Not yet!” Thirteenth shouted. “As the bearer of the number thirteen, / 
will decide my own end!” Pinned to the tree and coughing up blood, he 
gripped the icicle tight. His spirit drove the Murky Darkness witch back a 
little. “Use my body, Solena! Expel her from this place!” 

Solena’s spirit flowed into Thirteenth. The frozen forest quickly melted, 
regaining its original form. 

As a departed soul, Solena would erode her own existence if she used 
her power. But using Thirteenth’s body would only consume his life, which 
she did not care about. 

“Two against one puts me at a disadvantage,” the Murky Darkness witch 
said. “I am quite surprised, Thirteenth. I did not expect you to go that far to 
protect the Mooncaller. Well, it is fine. I have what I need.” 


A human heart dripping blood sat on the witch’s hand. Thirteenth knew 
it was his. 

The witch looked at the shivering and dumbfounded Albus, her red lips 
curved into a smile. “There is a full moon tonight,” she said. “Watch 
carefully what happens to the world then, Mooncaller. Thirteenth lay down 
his life to save yours. Do not waste it.” 

As soon as she finished talking, the witch that was sitting in the air 
shattered like ice and disappeared. Drops of water drizzled for a moment, 
and the forest regained its tranquility. 

“Thirteenth!”’ Albus shattered the silence. There was not the slightest 
hint of joy in her voice at having survived the ordeal. 


Albus wasn’t sure what exactly happened. 

The only thing she knew was that Thirteenth’s master showed up and 
tried to kill her, and that Thirteenth protected her. Probably with the help of 
Solena. 

As soon as the Murky Darkness witch left, the icicles melted, and 
Thirteenth’s body fell to the ground. 

Albus lifted Thirteenth’s body up and peered into his pale face. She put 
her hand on the hole in his chest, then began closing the wound with 
Cordia. 

It's fine. I can close the wound, Albus thought. J can even regenerate his 
heart, and then he'll be all right. She couldn’t stop her body from 
trembling. 

Thirteenth glanced at Albus with vacant eyes. He shook his head slowly. 
“It’s useless. I won’t make it.” 

“You will! Your wound’s closing, and I can regenerate your heart. I will 
not let you die! If you think Pll forgive you by doing this, you’re wrong!” 

“Listen, Mooncaller.” 

“Shut up! You can talk later!” 

“There’s no time! Listen close!” 

Albus gave a jerk. 

Thirteenth silently held out his right hand to Albus. “Take my hand.” 

Albus’ eyes widened. Holding the hand of a dying witch meant taking 
away their magical power—the biggest taboo among witches. 


To prevent one witch from gaining too much power, witches of old 
followed and abided by an unwritten law to not steal magical power from 
other witches. This also prevented witches from hunting other witches. 

What’s more, witches and sorcerers who had lived for a long time used 
their magical power to preserve their bodies. If Albus took Thirteenth’s, his 
body would crumble to dust. 

Albus shook her head, quietly expressing her rejection. 

Thirteenth did not put his hand down. “You need power. Power to 
protect this kingdom.” 

“T don’t want it.” 

“Someone has to protect this place after I’m gone! The king is too 
inexperienced as a sorcerer. He will need your assistance.” 

“No! You can do that yourself! I can’t do it... I couldn t! You know that. 
Stay strong. You’ll live. Grandma is here, isn’t she? I’m sure...” 

...She can help. She couldn’t finish her words. Sobs escaped her lips. 

He would not survive. Albus knew that. She wasn’t stupid. His wound 
would have killed him by now. He was only breathing because of Solena’s 
power. But it wouldn’t last long. 

“I’m sorry.” Albus pressed her forehead on Thirteenth’s neck. “I’m 
sorry... I’m sorry... I’m sorry!” 

No matter how much she apologized, it wasn’t enough. 

Solena died because of the Magic that Thirteenth brought to Wenias. But 
Albus knew that he didn’t kill her. 

Thirteenth spread the knowledge of Magic to Wenias and caused a civil 
war. But if the civil war had not happened, witches would have just been 
hunted down forever until they perished. 

Thirteenth wasn’t exactly innocent. Still, he devoted himself to Wenias 
and Albus to redeem himself. 

What about me? What have I done for the kingdom? What have I done 
for witches? 

Misled by Sanare’s coaxing, she caused a war that they had no chance of 
winning, dragged the prince out of hiding, exposing him to the risk of 
assassination, and then let Thirteenth die. 

“IT wanted you to teach me more! I-I wanted to be like you and my 
grandma!” 

“Mooncaller.” 


Albus raised her head. 

Thirteenth gripped Albus’ hand tight. “Do not strive to become like 
someone else. Just be yourself.” 

Albus tried to shake off Thirteenth’s hand, but he wouldn’t let go. “No!” 
she screamed. “No, wait! I still have something to tell you! Thirteenth! 
Thirteenth!” 

She felt a tremendous amount of power flowing through their hands. Her 
whole body burned from the incredible influx of power that she had never 
experienced before. She could feel Thirteenth’s emotions and memories— 
even memories of the many witches that Thirteenth killed and taken power 
from. 

“You understand, don’t you?” Thirteenth said. “I am not a virtuous 
sorcerer.” He smiled. 


It was the first time Albus had seen the man smile. His determined face 
looked a lot like Zero’s. They really are siblings, Albus thought. 

Albus realized her grip on Thirteenth’s hand was tightening. The 
sorcerer was rapidly losing his strength. If she let her grip loosen, the link 
would be broken. 

“Save the world, Mooncaller.... Save witches and non-witches alike... I 
know you can do it. Find Zero. The war with the Church doesn’t matter 
now. The Murky Darkness witch... My master... plans to destroy the 
world.” 

Thirteenth’s words were too outrageous to believe. But Albus could not 
pass it off as someone’s mere incoherent muttering at their moment of 
death. She wanted to know what he meant by that. She wanted to ask what 
to do. She wanted them to solve the problem together. 

But Albus couldn’t simply count on him anymore. She nodded. 

Thirteenth let out a breath of relief. “Ah, great Solena,” he whispered as 
he stared at the empty sky. “It is an honor to meet you.” He fell silent. 

Thirteenth stopped breathing. Immediately his body began to crumble. 
Albus tried to hold his body up, but her hands gripped nothing but ash. A 
wind blew by, scattering the ashes to the forest, leaving only Thirteenth’s 
staff and his artificial leg that looked like a piece of wood. 

As she stayed there stunned, Albus felt Holdem standing behind her. 

Thirteenth’s staff in hand, Albus stood up and turned around. “Holdem, 
tell the king that Thirteenth is dead.” There was no doubt in her expression. 
“You protect the king. I can take care of myself now.” 

Power surged within her. She felt like she could cast highly-advanced 
Magic easily even while maintaining the wards. 

“What about you?” Holdem asked. 

“I’m going to pick up Zero on the fastest horse I can find. If she’s in the 
campus, I should be able to join her quick using the Witch’s Passage. 
Although, Thirteenth apparently changed the route of the path in Latette.” 
Albus wiped her tears away and smiled. “But I can restore it easily now.” 


Interlude: Eternal Punishment 


The death of Thirteenth caused his binding on Sanare to disappear. She 
was in high spirits as she returned to the princess’s body. 

Things didn’t go exactly as planned. If anything, the situation developed 
to a better direction, so she had no complaints whatsoever. She could 
manipulate the kingdom of Wenias however she pleased, now that 
Thirteenth was dead. 

“Ah, Master is so incredible. She cut down his talented student so easily. 
She killed him like it’s nothing.” 

Sanare herself might have let Thirteenth live so she could use him, 
which could’ve resulted in having the rug pulled under her. 

The Boss—the Murky Darkness’ mercilessness came from absolute 
confidence. She possessed sheer power and intelligence that allowed her to 
affirm that Thirteenth’s loss was nothing. 

Someone powerful like her needed Sanare. The thought filled Sanare’s 
heart with joy. She would do anything for the Boss, no matter how dirty it 
was. She only had to believe and follow her, then a world of witches would 
come soon. 

“Raul! Please prepare some hot water! Something great happened 
today.” 

The clattering of hooves echoed through the underground tunnels of the 
campus. As she searched for the source of the sound, Sanare noticed 
something strange. 

“What is this place? A storeroom?” 

The campus, built by remodeling an underground tunnel, had remnants 
of storage rooms here and there. Once such room was located in the deepest 
section, with crates and lumber piled up all around. 

While Sanare was out of her body, Princess Amnil was free to move 
around. She didn’t care where she went, but what in the world was she 
doing in a place like this? 


“We were thinking of putting away some unwanted items,” Raul replied 
softly. 

“Okay. You were probably in the middle of your chore, but I’m not 
gonna do it. Drop what you’re doing and prepare the bath. Hurry. I like 
being clean.” 

A chuckle echoed in the basement. 

Sanare thought Raul was laughing, but his expression was still. 

Someone 8 here. 

“You like being clean, you say? When you look like that? Interesting.” 

“That voice!” Sanare turned around. A beautiful silver-haired witch was 
standing there, a different Murky Darkness witch. “Zero?! What are you 
doing here?!” 

“T have been waiting for your return. Horse served me some tea. He has 
a fine taste, I must say. I like these tea leaves. I will take all of them with 
me along with the copy of the Grimoire of Zero. I doubt you can enjoy tea 
in your current state anyway.” 

For the first time, Sanare felt something off. She looked at her hands. 
Instead of the slender fingers of a beautiful princess, there were blackened 
fingers of mud. Her body was a misshapen figure of dirt. 

“Wh-What is this?!” 

The mud puppets that the princess created for her research, powered by 
the souls of the dead, looked like this. 

Sanare glanced around and saw a Magic circle carved on the floor. She 
staggered forward, only to be repelled by a warding, and fell on her back. 

“The princess’s mud puppets are very well-made,” Zero said. “With the 
help of Horse, I was able to prepare a substitute for the princess without too 
much trouble. As a result, the ward is more powerful than planned.” 

“A substitute?! Give me a break! Where’s the real Amnil?!” 

“Captured, locked up, and sealed inside a ward. Do not expect any help. 
You will not get any. From now on, you can never get close to the princess. 
I will even take her memories away, if necessary. Now, then.” Zero flashed 
a cold-blooded smile, the smile of a child contemplating how to hurt an 
insect that had been torn apart limb from limb. “Let eternity begin, Sanare. 
Eternal loneliness and regret. A torture called boredom that will make you 
detest your immortal body. You will feel no pain, no hunger, no thirst. You 


cannot sleep either. It will be very interesting to see how long you can 
maintain your own sanity in the endless passage of time.” 

This... This can t be happening. Everything went great. 

There had to be an escape route somewhere. A crack in the warding. A 
small gap that a soul could pass through would be fine. 

Sanare desperately searched for a hole in the warding. There shouldn’t 
be any, but she prayed for one. Then she found it. It was almost hard to 
believe. 

I see, Sanare thought. Zero is not as good at drawing Magic circles as 
Thirteenth. Even Solena’s ward had cracks in them, so how could Zero’s be 
without one? 

Grinning, Sanare jumped out of the puppet’s body and rushed towards 
the ward’s tear. 

“Mercenary,” Zero called. 

The Beastfallen on standby stepped forward. 

Idiot, Sanare thought. Brute strength couldn’t possibly do anything to a 
soul. 

The Beastfallen foolishly raised a knife and swung it down without 
hesitation, sticking it deep into the floor. 

The hole vanished. 

Repelled by the ward, Sanare returned to the puppet only to be confused 
as to what had happened. 

“What?! What’s going on?! Why can’t I get out?! I saw a hole in the 
warding!” 

“There is no hole in my warding,” Zero said. “There is only a door, and I 
have just locked it.” 

“Lock?! You just stuck a knife on the floor! 

“Tt is no ordinary knife. I performed a ritual on it under the moonlight 
for thirty days. It is a ritual tool that houses a guard.” 

“Doesn’t it look familiar?” The Beastfallen growled. 

All knives were the same to Sanare. How could she remember this one 
in particular? 

“It’s Theo’s knife. It belonged to the kid you killed.” 

A guard? Sanare eyed the knife on the floor once more. When she 
focused, she saw a soul standing there. 


A freckled face and a mouth missing one front tooth. He used to smile 
all the time, but there was only a boy staring coldly at Sanare now. 

“Theo?” Sanare said. “A child as a guard? How stupid. Absolutely 
ridiculous! I can handle this soul with my power!” 

“You are welcome to try,” Zero replied. “That is why I assigned a guard. 
I am a merciful witch. I will not lock you up in a storage room like this 
forever without any chance of salvation. The door will open if you repel the 
guard, or if the guard forgives you. You seem to be mistaken, however. 
Take a closer look.” 

As a puppet, Sanare had no lungs, heart, or teeth. Yet she seemed to 
struggle for breath. Her heart ached, and her teeth clattered. 

Following what Zero said, she strained her eyes at the knife. She noticed 
it wasn’t just Theo there. There was a couple standing behind him, probably 
his parents. 

Not only that, but souls of those who passed away in the Republic of 
Cleon because of the saint. The spirits of those who died in the hands of the 
adjudicator that Sanare manipulated, back in the maritime nation of Telzem. 

All of them stood in front of Sanare as guards. 

Sanare screamed, scratching her mud face with her mud hands. Her 
body crumbled slowly. 

“No! No, no, no, no! I did it for the witches! For a world of witches! 
Why am I being treated like this?!” 

“T would be careful with that body if I were you,” Zero said. “The 
moment your body is destroyed, you will lose your physical tie to this 
world. Only an old witch who has lived for a thousand years can preserve 
their mind while existing as a soul. Like the great Solena.” 

Sanare discarded her physical body, living as a pure soul, but she always 
possessed something. She had never spent extended periods of time without 
a physical body. Whenever she wandered as a soul, inexplicable fear 
gripped her, like she would be scattered in the wind. 

Recalling the fear, Sanare gathered up the pieces of her body. “There’s 
no point in doing this,” she muttered to herself. “Master will save me! I’m 
talented! I’m useful to her.” She knew all too well that her master would not 
come. 

Sanare recalled the ruthlessness that her Master displayed when she 
killed Thirteenth. The Murky Darkness witch would not tolerate those who 


disobeyed or failed her. 

And Sanare had failed. 

Raul’s hooves echoed in the basement. “Let’s go. I’m worried about the 
princess. I have no more business here.” 

Oh. So this is what he meant by putting away unwanted items. To Raul, 
Sanare was nothing but a useless piece of junk, not even someone worthy of 
hatred. 

Zero turned around, her long cloak flaring. The white Beastfallen 
followed her. 

Sanare heard a door closing out of her sight, followed by a heavy lock 
falling. It was silent, save for the sound of footsteps receding into the 
distance. 

She looked at the guards. Countless departed souls were glaring at her. 
One of them moved. 

It was Theo, the owner of the knife. Watching Sanare with pity, he 
stepped away from the guards, moving out of the room. 

“Does this mean you forgive me?” Sanare asked. 

Theo turned around. His lips moved. 

I don’t really care about you. 

The boy disappeared, leaving only those words behind. He chose to stay 
with Zero’s party rather than exacting revenge on Sanare. 

She sank to the floor. Her muddy body couldn’t even feel the coldness of 
the ground. 

“Ahaha.” 

Sanare laughed at her abrupt demise. All she could do was laugh. Her 
chuckle gradually grew louder and turned into the usual guffaw, her head 
thrown back. 

She had lived her life ridiculing and laughing at others. This laughter 
was directed at her own wretched self. 

Sanare heaved a sigh. “What a miserable ending. Perfect for someone as 
useless as me.” 


<i ae 


Chapter 8: Murky Darkness 


“Well, that was quick and disappointing,” I said after leaving the 
campus. We had been walking in silence for a while. “That’s the end of 
Sanare, right? You actually sealed her away? She’s not leaving that place, is 
she?” 

“She will not stay there forever,” Zero said. “In a hundred years, maybe 
two, when all the guards allow it, and if her mind is still intact, she can be 
free again.” 

“The guards, huh?” 

I looked over my shoulder, thinking about Theo’s knife that I left 
behind. 

“Are you worried about Theo’s knife?” Zero asked. 

I lowered my ears. “Yeah, kinda. Feels like I’m leaving Theo behind 
again, you know.” 

“You left the knife, not Theo. The departed are very free, more so than 
you might imagine. Souls bound onto places and things choose to be bound 
themselves.” 

“I’m not sure I understand.” I let my tail droop. 

Wind rustled the leaves. It sounded like laughter. 

“The princess is fine now, right?” Raul asked anxiously as he walked 
behind us. “Sanare won’t posssess her again?” 

“No,” Zero reassured. 

Raul’s expression finally softened. 

“But there is a deep-seated problem with the princess,” she added. “We 
have sealed Sanare away, but the princess became a member of Cestum of 
her own volition, no? If necessary, I may have to take away her memories.” 

“All her memories of Magic?” 

Zero nodded. 

The princess’s master who taught her Magic was killed by Dea Ignis. 
Her actions were fueled by her hatred of the Church. 


Her memory of learning Magic had to be erased, or else she would be 
searching for her dead master forever. 

Raul didn’t seem worried. He gave a soft smile. “I don’t think you have 
to worry about anything.” 

“How could we not worry?” I said. “She went all-out in trying to kill the 
priest.” 

“She can kill the priest even without joining Cestum.” 

This guy always says the most outrageous thing without batting an eye. 

When I first met him at Black Dragon Island, he gave the impression of 
a pleasant young man, but from how he called Sanare an unwanted item, he 
probably had a darker side to him. 

“The princess is smart. She knows what’s best. At first she lent her body 
to Sanare to exact vengeance on the priest, but her goal eventually shifted to 
finding more about Cestum.” 

“What?” 

“How big Cestum was, its purpose, and its methods. The princess was 
very curious about the organization that Lord Argentum belonged to. 
Sanare told her everything she wanted to know. I know, she had a bit of a 
loose tongue.” Raul gave a dry laugh. “The princess has been planning to 
leave Cestum a while ago. But if she tried to escape, she’d get killed. I’m 
glad you guys came.” 

After walking through the woods for a while, the huge earthen box that 
held the princess came into view. There was a Magic circle around it, and 
there didn’t seem to be anything out of the ordinary—or so I would like to 
say, but I was shocked by what I saw. 

“What the hell happened here?!” 

There was a gaping hole in the box. For a moment, I thought the 
princess had escaped, but the sound of the princess’s and the priest’s voice 
suggested otherwise. 

Lily was sitting next to the hole, stirring a pot on the fire, where 
skewered meat was being roasted, dripping fat. It smelled like deer. Come 
to think of it, I’m starving. No, wait. 

“Hey, Lily!” I called. “What’s going on here?! Where’s the priest and the 
princess?” 

Lily continued stirring the pot earnestly. “Having a big fight,” she 
replied, pulling out one of the tasty-looking roasted meat and munching on 


it. 

“A fight?” 

Zero and Raul were already peering into the hole. I peeked in behind 
them, and sure enough, it was a big fight. 

“You don’t understand a thing, do you?” the princess said. “What the 
Church is doing is terrorism. I know that fear is effective in leading people, 
but imposing the Church’s teachings on others will only result in the 
stagnation of society.” 

“It’s you who doesn’t understand anything,” the priest replied. 
“Stagnation of society? That’s perfectly fine by me! What’s wrong with 
trying to keep the world at peace? I’m not saying the Church doesn’t have 
its issues, but the Church should solve those issues themselves. Witches, 
Sorcery, and Magic have no business in this matter, which is obvious if you 
use your brain even a little.” 

They were having a futile argument, but at least they weren’t killing 
each other. Given how they were devouring meat while debating, it looked 
more like a random dispute in a corner of a tavern. 

Since they were inside the Etrach, I didn’t see any problem with it. 

My head was filled with questions, however. Why is there a hole? Why's 
the priest inside? How can they even eat normally like nothing s wrong? 

Lily offered us a piece of roasted deer meat. “Father caught the deer,” 
she said. “I thought you’d be hungry when you got back, so I cooked some 
food. I was careful. I think the food’s safe.” 

“T see.” 

But that’s not what I’m asking. Then again, I was hungry, so I gratefully 
accepted the food. I also carried the pot that Lily was going to bring inside 
the Etrach. 

A delicious aroma of deer meat stewed with salt and vegetables wafted 
out of the pot and filled the space, stopping the priest and princess from 
arguing for a moment. They turned their attention to the pot. 

“Food,” Lily said. 

We’re gonna eat in the dark? Everyone except Zero and the princess 
could see at night, and two witches would be fine without any light. 

“It’s getting cold,” Lily said. “Hurry up.” 

The priest moved to the back of the Etrach to get away from the light, 
and sat down in silence. 


Raul slipped past me, approached the princess, and gently settled down. 
The princess sat down as well, leaning against Raul and relaxing a little. 

As Zero and I took our seats, Lily poured the contents of the pot into 
bowls and distributed them to me, Zero, and the priest. She then scuttled 
toward Raul and held out her small hands. 

Raul looked puzzled, not understanding what she meant. 

“Bowl,” she said. 

When Raul left the campus, he took a set of his things with him. He 
quickly took out one bowl from his pack. 

Lily puffed out her cheeks like a squirrel. “One more!” She sounded 
angry. 

“T, ubh...” 

“T don’t like you,” Lily said. “But I don’t like leaving others out more.” 

She wanted him to eat with us. I was wondering why there were more 
vegetables in the stew than usual, then I figured it was because Raul was a 
herbivore. 

Realizing this, Raul quietly offered his own bow] as well. After serving 
everyone, Lily got her own food then sat down near the priest, though still 
quite a bit farther away. 

As usual, Zero was already getting seconds. 

Now that I think about it, this is the first time I’m eating something Lily 
cooked by herself. | took a bite. It tasted just like I imagined it would from 
the smell. 

The meat was tender, the vegetables sweet. The seasoning was on the 
lighter side, but it was delectable nonetheless, filled with the rich aroma of 
herbs. It tasted similar to what her mother cooked. 

“So, Priest,” Zero said, chewing on a piece of meat. “Would you mind 
explaining the current situation? And no, do not say ‘we are eating.” 

It was a vague question, but no other appropriate question came to her 
mind. 

“It’s just as you see.” The priest gave a vague answer as well. “We were 
having a discussion through the wall for a while, but it was difficult to hear 
each other. Since we weren’t getting anywhere, I opened a hole.” 

“Opened a hole, my ass,” I cut in. “What if Sanare found out about our 
plan? Ever thought of that, huh? Idiot.” 

“If she tried to escape, I would’ve just killed her.” 


“Indeed,” the princess said, undaunted by the priest’s terrifying words. 
She even agreed with him. “I can’t cast any Magic from the Grimoire of 
Zero, only a Necromancy spell I recently learned. I also didn’t have Raul to 
protect me. Fighting Dea Ignis would have been foolish. My only choice 
was to have a discussion, a battle of words if you will, and the best way to 
argue is face to face. The priest can remove his eye patch in this darkness, 
so the best option is to just invite him, wouldn’t you agree?” 

Best option? It sounds like the most awful idea ever. Wouldnt I agree? I 
don t know what you want me to say. 

“So, Princess,” Zero said. “Have you forgiven the priest?” 

“T never asked for—” 

Zero silenced the priest with a raise of her hand. 

The princess pondered over Zero’s question for a bit. “No,” she replied. 
“However, my personal grudge is a trivial matter. If I had the opportunity to 
kill him, I would do so, but now is not the time. A huge shame I couldn’t 
kill him earlier, though. Right, Raul?” She smiled. 

Raul gave a vague smile in return. Perhaps he had mixed feelings about 
the matter. His spear was clearly aiming for the priest’s heart, indicating 
that he actually meant to kill him, but 1t wasn’t really what he wanted to do. 

Lily also had a grim look on her face since Raul almost killed her. 

“What do you mean by ‘now is not the time’? Horse told me you were 
looking into Cestum.” 

“While my mentor Argentum was a member of Cestum, he was not 
happy with how it was run. He was only using them for his own purposes. 
He didn’t tell me anything in detail, but I know that much. I offered my 
body to Sanare because I wanted to use her too. Besides, if Cestum plans to 
destroy the Church, it is in the best interest of witches and the world to help 
them. However,” the princess continued, not giving the priest a chance to 
interrupt, “Cestum’s purpose is not the destruction of the Church. Their 
leader, the Boss, wants to destroy the world itself.” 

I whistled. “Sounds terrifying. I’m literally shaking.” 

The priest laughed. “Destroy the world? Talk about ambitious. If they 
had that kind of power, they could easily destroy the Church tomorrow.” 

“T know it sounds like a joke,” the princess said. 

“No,” Zero said darkly. 


I swallowed my laughter. Still, the matter was too outrageous to take 
seriously. At the very least, I didn’t think it was a topic we should be 
discussing over a meal. 

“You seem to be misunderstanding something, Priest,” Zero said. 
“Destroying the Church 1s difficult, but destroying the world is easy. Things 
become simpler when you do not limit yourself.” 

“Like instead of searching for thugs in a village, it’s easier to just burn 
the whole village down?” I said, and Zero nodded. 

“Sounds like an argument I’d expect from a witch,” the priest remarked. 
“So destroy the world to attain world peace?” 

“Ah, I remember you saying something like that,” I said. 

Last night while we were waiting for Thirteenth’s signal to begin the 
operation, I suggested we handed over the priest to win the princess over, 
and subsequently seal Sanare away. 

The priest then said that it would be easier to kill Albus, who was being 
deceived by Sanare. 

Then Zero chimed in, saying that destroying the world would solve 
everything. I didn’t ask for any specifics that time, but if that was Cestum’s 
goal, then we couldn’t ignore it. 

“So Cestum plans to destroy the world to destroy the Church?” the priest 
asked. 

Zero inclined her head, wearing a puzzled look. “Not exactly. As the 
princess said earlier, their goal is not the destruction of the Church. If I had 
to hazard a guess, it is the world’s rebirth. Let us assume there is poison in 
this pot.” She tapped the pot with a spoon. “It becomes inedible, but I 
cannot remove poison that has already dissolved. What would you do in this 
situation, Rat?” 

“Huh? Uhm, make a new one?” Lily answered. 

“Yes. Your only option is remake it. But what do you do before that?” 

“Throw away the food...” Lily’s answer was simple. Anyone would 
have arrived at the same conclusion, and that made my skin crawl. 

“That is what they mean by destroying the world. It is only the first step 
to their end goal of rebuilding it.” 

“Impressive as always,” the princess said. “Unfortunately, no one knows 
how exactly they’re going to execute their plan. One thing is for certain, 
though: the Boss planned to gather the Knights Templar in the kingdom of 


Wenias. Sanare apparently thought they would then strike the knights from 
behind.” 

That wouldn’t be enough to destroy the world. It just sounded like they 
wanted to annihilate the knights. 

“How would you do it, witch?” I asked. 

Zero lifted her head. “Good question. I have thought of a few methods. 
Turning water and air into poison is easy, but it would also affect plants and 
animals. I considered placing a curse on people that would prevent them 
from bearing children, but if you wish to rebuild the world, leaving behind 
pure and innocent newborns is necessary. I could not come to a specific 
conclusion. And then I thought to myself, ‘Non-witches should do it 
instead’.” 

“What do you mean by non-witches?” 

“T am not certain myself. However, something unexpected is definitely 
necessary. Pure violence that will annihilate the Church, witches, adults, 
babies, and everything in between at random, without distinction. It is the 
only way to destroy the world uniformly, resulting in a world of peace. That 
is what I thought.” 

“Thought? Past tense?” the priest pointed out. 

Zero met his eyes. She gave a gentle smile, the kind an old woman 
would show to her grandchild. “That was before I invented Magic. 
Destroying the world was a bit too simple an answer and seemed more like 
a refusal to think more critically. Then I came up with the idea of Magic to 
help witches and humans coexist. Moreover, fate made me meet someone 
whom I do not want to see die. Hence, I no longer wish for the destruction 
of the world.” 

“Give me a break.” The priest looked at the dirt ceiling. ““Not another 
one of your sappy speeches. I’m already aware that you’re obsessed with 
Mercenary. You don’t have to remind me.” 

“T meant you as well, priest.” Zero pointed her slender finger at him. 

The priest was taken aback, caught off-guard by her comment. He then 
forced a stern look. “Me? A priest liked by a witch is just plain morbid. 
Even if it’s just a plot of some fairy tale.” 

“Rat as well. Of course I do not want her parents to die either. The 
princess that Argentum entrusted to me, her attendant, Horse. The 
inhabitants of Black Dragon Island, where Magic has spread and taken root. 


The saint of Akdios, who decided to face her sins and live on, and the one 
supporting her, Hawk. The cunning governor of Ideaverna. The lass 
carrying this kingdom on her shoulders. I do not dislike her attendant, Wolf, 
either.” Counting with her fingers, Zero enumerated the people she had met 
in the past year. 

“At first, I thought only Mercenary was special. But I like watching 
Mercenary arguing with you about silly matters, and I also like Mercenary 
cooking with Rat. And so you became special to me.” 

“So it all revolves around me?!” I interjected. 

Zero smiled. “Yes. You are the common denominator. When Theo died, 
you were terribly hurt. Remembering that hurt me as well. I did not want 
you to experience that ever again. Then I realized that the many people I 
had interacted with since I left the cellar were all irreplaceable and unique.” 

“T knew it,” the priest said. “Like I said, sappy.” He glared at me and 
Zero. 

The witch let out an amused laugh. “Perhaps.” 

I couldn’t laugh at all. Everyone was special and unique to someone 
else. I had known that since I was young, but I abandoned that notion 
growing up. Otherwise, I wouldn’t be able to do my job as a mercenary. If 
you thought about the enemy in front of you having a wife or a child, you 
would never be able to kill anyone. 

If Zero developed feelings of “mercy” or “benevolence”, she would no 
longer be ruthless. I found my thoughts to be cruel. 

As I froze in silence, Zero, having finished her meal, flopped into my 
lap. 

“Whoa!” 

“T am aruthless witch, Mercenary,” she said. “That will not change, rest 
assured. I will not hesitate to take away someone’s precious for the sake of 
those I care for. But I do not like the idea of tossing you into a world that 
will be destroyed haphazardly. That is all I am saying.” 

Every human being gave preferential treatment to those close to them. I 
found relief in Zero’s self-centredness. 

“So, you’re going to protect the world?” the princess asked. 

“Yes,” Zero replied drowsily. She made it sound easy, as if she simply 
took on a menial task of weeding some lawn. “If Cestum wishes to destroy 


the world, then I will protect it to the best of my ability. What will you do, 
princess?” 

“T...” The princess shot a glance at the priest. Even inside the dark 
earthen walls, she could see a little once her eyes adjusted. “What happened 
to Black Dragon Island?” Her question was directed at the priest. 

People who learned Magic should still be living on Black Dragon Island. 
They had the option to give up Magic and any memory related to it, but the 
Mages chose to stay. 

The priest was aware of that, of course, as he was assigned to investigate 
the island. His report to the Church would determine the island’s fate. I had 
no idea what he told his superiors, or what was happening in Black Dragon 
Island at the moment. He should have given his report back when he 
stopped by the Lutra Cathedral. 

“It was destroyed by the dragon,” the priest answered. 

“Uh, what?” I said. 

The princess raised an eyebrow. 

“The few survivors all escaped the island by ship,” he continued. 
“Although we succeeded in temporarily putting the dragon into a dormant 
state, approaching the island would be extremely dangerous. I told His 
Excellency that it would be wise to designate it as a restricted zone. He will 
most likely follow my advice.” 

Zero whistled. I turned to her, surprised. “I am copying you,” she said. 
The priest did such a perfect job, I almost wanted to whistle as well. 

He gave a false report to the Church in order to protect the Mages of 
Black Dragon Island. You didn’t have to be well-versed in the Church’s 
rules and regulations to know that what he did was a serious crime. 

“Why?” the princess asked. “You’re Dea Ignis. You ruthlessly killed my 
master. Why show mercy to the people of the island?” 

“Because they haven’t killed anyone, and they never will.” 

His answer was simple. The princess took a short breath, a pained 
expression on her face. 

“Historically speaking,” the priest continued, “Black Dragon Island is a 
penal colony. If the people stay on the island, they’re no different from 
being dead. And if the Church tried to exterminate them, we might suffer 
considerable casualties. Some of them might even flee the island. I spared 
them not out of mercy.” 


Raul whistled. Startled, the princess turned around. “I’m copying 
Mercenary,” he said. 

“Please don’t do anything crude.” 

“Yes, Ma’am.” 

Well, excuse me for being crude. 

For some reason, Lily whistled as well, then quickly covered her mouth. 
“I-I was just practicing... I didn’t think it would work.” Trembling in 
embarrassment, she curled into a ball. She would probably crawl into a hole 
if there was one. Heck, she might even just dig one for herself. 

Zero chuckled. 

The princess laughed as well. “So Black Dragon Island has been 
destroyed,” she said, a distant look in her eyes. 

Since the island was now a restricted zone, the possibility of the princess 
returning on her own was slim. She might be able to get there by 
swimming, but that would be impractical. She didn’t seem discouraged, 
however. 

“Thank you, Priest,” the princess said firmly. “For destroying Black 
Dragon Island. I have no intention of forgiving you, but you have my 
gratitude.” 

“T don’t need your gratitude. Anyway, answer Zero’s question. It’s 
impossible for you to return to Black Dragon Island, but if you request 
protection from the Church, some country will take you in.” 

“T don’t need protection.” 

“So, you need a new master?” Zero asked. 

The princess’s eyes widened. 

“You used Sanare’s research and applied Necromancy to create a new 
Magic spell. It is a display of your formidable gift and the result of 
extraordinary effort. Throwing your abilities away would be a huge loss. 
Argentum asked me to take care of you. I do not have plans to be your 
mentor, but fortunately, we’re in the Magical State of Wenias. I have 
connections with the Mooncaller Chief Mage. 

“An apprentice of a Stargazer becoming a Mooncaller’s student with the 
help of a Murky Darkness witch?” 

“Sounds quite interesting, don’t you think? More interesting than killing 
the priest, at least.” 


“It does.” The princess nodded without hesitation. She looked Zero 
straight in the eye. “I’d say that’s the best choice.” 

Zero said she would protect the world, but first we had to find out who 
led Cestum and where they were. 

Our top priority right now, however, was to stop the war between 
Wenias and the Church. 

“T bet Thirteenth’s giving the kid a good smacking and some talking-to 
right about now,” I said. Imagining it made me laugh. 

I thought for sure Zero would laugh too, but she seemed to be deep in 
thought, her face hard. 

“What up, witch?” 

“Hmm? Oh, I was wondering why Thirteenth has not sent a familiar 
yet.” 

“Probably busy lecturing the kid.” 

“Perhaps, but I feel somewhat uncomfortable. A very odd sensation 
right here.” Zero tapped her chest. 

“So you’re worried?” Lily said. 

Zero looked as if she just heard an incomprehensible word. “Worried? 
Me? About Thirteenth? Nonsense. Even if the world ends, I will not be 
worried about him.” 

“T doubt Sanare or the kid can beat him,” I said. “You should be worried 
about the kid, not Thirteenth.” 

“You are right. Thirteenth’s lectures are long and vicious. Refuting him 
is difficult. I can almost see the lass crying.” 

“T don’t think a reprimand is enough for starting a war,” the priest spat. 

Pretty sure she’ll get more than that. 

Anyway, we got rid of the virus that was Sanare. The issue now was 
how to end the war that Albus started. 

We decided to go to the royal capital of Plasta to meet Albus and check 
on the situation, and also to leave the princess with her. 

It would take about seven days on foot to get from the abandoned village 
in the northeast of Wenias to Plasta. We had quite the big party—me, Zero, 
the priest, Lily, and now the princess and Raul. 

If we left now, night would fall before we even got far. Our party 
wouldn’t have problems traveling at night, but it hadn’t been long since 


Raul injured the priest. It would only cause problems for us if he collapsed 
on the road, so we decided to spend the night resting. 

In the meantime, I fetched water, gathered herbs and fruit for food, cut 
up and smoked the leftover deer meat, and washed the bladder of the deer to 
make a new water bag. We could carry more luggage with Raul around, and 
it wouldn’t hurt to have more water than necessary. 

We turned the Etrach into an impromptu lodge. Zero illuminated the 
inside by casting a spell that summoned a small, round, miniature sun-like 
object floating near the ceiling. It looked bizarre, but it provided light and 
warmth, so it didn’t really bother me that much. 

This ball of sun—Solum, Zero called it—was apparently a basic spell 
from the Chapter of Harvest. Its purpose was to provide light for the fields 
during a cloudy day. 

Seeing Zero’s spell, the princess said, “I want to use it too.” She 
followed the witch around. “I won’t let my Magic get out of control 
anymore, so please let me use it again.” 

Zero appeared reluctant, however. 

“T already made progress in my study of Sorcery,” the princess insisted. 
“After researching Necromancy, I’m confident I can control my power 
better. I should be able to cast Magic from the Grimoire of Zero without it 
going berserk.” 

I would appreciate it if she at least waited until after we handed her over 
to Albus and Thirteenth. 

The priest was recovering his strength, and Lily was taking care of him. 
Ultimately, it was me and Raul who made all the preparations for the trip. 

“You’re really accustomed to traveling, huh?” Raul said as he watched 
me inflate the deer bladder and dry it. 

The horse Beastfallen was in the middle of gathering food for dinner 
using a fishing rod made of branches, strings, and deer bones. He was 
incredibly good at fishing; almost ten fish were already lying nearby. 

“T could say the same about you.” 

“Well, you know, I lived in a forest for a long time.” 

After his father tried to kill him the moment he was born, he escaped 
into a forest and survived on his own. I could see where he got his survival 
skills. 


“But after leaving the island with the princess, there were many things 
that I felt I was not good at. I even had trouble putting up a tarp when we 
slept outdoors.” 

“You can carry her, which I believe is a plus. I bet you two alone can get 
to the capital in three days.” 

“Riding a horse is tiring. I might be fine, but the princess can’t ride me 
all the way without rest. I’m grateful to Sanare for that. She was quick to 
complain when she got tired, while the princess endures it.” 

“That so.” 

“What about Lady Zero? Does she just bear with it?” 

“Uh... Not really, no.” 

She was extremely selfish. She wouldn’t even carry her own luggage. 
She would say things like, “I do not need it,” or “A change of clothes is 
unnecessary.” To top it off, she hated walking, and would climb to my 
shoulder for a ride instead. 

“She must really trust you,” Raul said. 

“T don’t know if you can call that trust.” 

“T envy you. The princess doesn’t count on me much. Oops!” Raul 
landed his eleventh fish. 

Food was an important matter with a large group of six people. We 
might not find enough food for everyone along the way. As such, we 
preserved most of the deer meat. We could also use the fish’s bones for 
stock. 

More company meant more trouble. Of course, there was also a huge 
benefit to it: we could split up our luggage. 

“She got mad at me earlier, too, for letting ourselves get caught.” 

“Wasn’t that your plan?” 

“T suppose.” 

“Well, I see why she wouldn’t trust you,” I joked. 

“Yeah.” His tone was carefree. “Oh, about what happened on Black 
Dragon Island.” 

“Hmm?” 

“I’m sorry. Your shoulder must’ve hurt.” He was apologizing for 
sticking his spear on my shoulder and then knocking me off a cliff. 

I tied a string around the bladder’s opening. “It’s so common in my line 
of work, I already forgot about it. Today’s friend betrays you at noon the 


next day and you get a reward for his head. Shouldn’t you be apologizing to 
the priest instead?” 

“Well, he killed the sorcerer, so he kinda deserved it.” Raul laughed. He 
seemed to think that him trying to kill the priest was perfectly justified. 

“You’re quite cruel despite your gentle personality.” 

“And you’re gentle despite your cruel looks.” 

Frowning, I stood up. “I’m heading back first to start a fire. You should 
finish up as well. We’ll have dinner before dark, sleep early, and leave early 
in the morning.” 

I gathered wood to start a fire, processed the deer meat so it would last 
long, then prepared dinner. The sun set in the blink of an eye. 

Today’s menu was steamed fish, grilled fish with salt, and, as an added 
bonus, crab fried in deer fat. We would also finish the part of the venison 
that would spoil soon. 

“Big brother,” Lily said. “My mom said that a deer’s... uhm... liver? 
She said their liver tastes good eaten raw.” 

I avoided raw meat in general, so I gave Lily the whole thing. As a cook, 
I don’t cook what I don’t eat. 

For a while, Lily wondered how to prepare the darkish red part. She then 
washed it quickly, cut a thin slice, sprinkled a little salt on it, and threw it 
into her mouth. 

She looked at me with wide eyes and a stiff tail, shaking with the 
excitement of the taste. I knew how she felt. I used to eat those before I got 
the cannibalistic urges. 

She might be fine now, but it was incredibly difficult to get back into 
something that you once had an aversion to. 

Lily then carefully cut the rest and brought them over to the people 
around the fire. 

I was expecting a scream of horror, but surprisingly—or not really— 
Zero and the princess sounded ecstatic. 

“Liver, huh?” Zero said. “Not bad for a pre-dinner snack.” 

“Fresh internal organ is the best gourmet food that you can eat only on 
the day of a successful hunt,” the princess added. “You’re very thoughtful, 
squirt.” 

“T’m not a squirt!” Lily squeaked. 


Ignoring her protest, the princess picked up some more and ate it. Zero 
also happily devoured the snack. The priest, on the other hand, turned pale 
and moved away from the plate. 

So he doesn t like organs. Disregarding his apparent aversion, Lily 
brought the plate closer to the priest. 

“It’s delicious, Father.” 

The priest let out a shriek. “Uh, I don’t—” 

Before he could finish, Zero spoke. “Liver thickens the blood, priest. Eat 
some. You need it.” 

“Surely a follower of God can’t be picky like a child,” the princess 
added. 

A bead of sweat trickled down the priest’s cheek. Deciding that rejecting 
the deer liver would be a disgrace to the Dea Ignis name, he cautiously 
tossed the liver into his mouth and swallowed it without biting. 

“It’s very... delicious,” he said with a pale face. 

Lily, with no ill intentions, urged him to eat some more, causing his face 
to grow even paler. 

“That’s enough, squirt,” I said. “Beastfallen and witches might be fine, 
but eating raw meat is a little dangerous for normal humans.” 

“Dangerous?” 

“They get sick. It tastes good grilled, so cook it lightly for him.” 

I didn’t mean to help him out, but I had known many people who got 
sick after eating raw meat. Considering that some of them died, it was not a 
food that I would recommend to a recovering priest. 

And so the raw meat tasting session ended and we moved on to the 
actual dinner. 

We ate steamed fish while nibbling on crab, and waited for the rest of 
the fish to roast while picking at the grilled deer liver. Overall, it was quite 
the luxurious dinner for a camp. 

Feels like we’re getting too excited, but I guess we did seal Sanare away 
today, so that’s a cause for celebration. 

I didn’t expect Raul to be anything but a herbivore. He liked fruits and 
vegetables, but he also ate meat and fish. 

“Really?!” Lily was shocked. 

“Yup,” Raul replied, smiling apologetically as he finished the grilled 
fish. 


“T used to think that Raul only ate vegetables too.” Frowning, the 
princess shot Raul a disapproving look. “Then one day, he just collapsed. 
When a doctor checked up on him, he said it was malnutrition.” 

“T didn’t expect to collapse myself.” 

“So you didn’t eat any meat or fish in the forest?” I asked. 

“T did. Birds, rats, and the like.” 

Lily quickly hid behind me, all the hair on her body standing on end. 

“No one wants to eat you,” I said. 

“T don’t like Horse.” 

“Man, she really hates you.” 

“T suppose it’s understandable,” Raul said. “Having dinner together like 
this is actually strange in itself.” 

Raul’s brows lowered awkwardly, but he didn’t excuse himself or try to 
get on anyone’s good side. After all, he did try to kill Lily and the priest. 

The princess was the only thing that mattered to Raul. Everything else 
was just a bonus. 

“TI mean, the priest accompanying us 1s already strange as it is,” I said. 
“Anyway, I’m not exactly sure how to bring the princess to Plasta. I hope 
the kid withdraws our wanted status at least.” 

“Even if she did, it would take some time for the memo to reach the 
whole kingdom. That said, it would be impossible to get to the royal capital 
without being seen.” 

Zero groaned and reached for a grilled fish stuck around the campfire. 
Salt glistening on the crispy fish skin made it look delicious even from a 
distance. 

“T suppose it would be easiest to go to the nearest town barracks and get 
caught on purpose,” Zero said. 

“Don’t be absurd. If three Beastfallen, two witches, and a member of 
Dea Ignis showed up at the barracks, it would only look like we were there 
to attack.” 

We would start killing each other before we even had a talk. 

“Mercenary. How about contacting the lass using the Witch Letter?” 

For the first time in a while, I remembered we had that. I pulled out an 
old piece of parchment from my luggage, and froze. 

One line in messy writing. 

I’m coming for you. Wait there. 


“What?” 

“What does it say?” Zero craned forward, peering into the letter as she 
chewed on the fish. 

“She say’s she’s coming.” 

“Coming where?” 

“Here, I think.” 

A horse’s neigh echoed under the evening sky. Startled, Raul raised his 
head and turned his attention to the woods, to the direction of the campus. 

“A horse?” he said. “That’s strange. I didn’t hear any hooves until now.” 

“They’re coming here real fast.” I grabbed my sword and stood up. 

“The Witch’s Passage!” the princess exclaimed, a grim look on her face. 
“There are magical paths that lead to various parts of the kingdom. It has 
never been used by anyone other than Sanare, but it’s possible that someone 
from Cestum sensed something wrong.” 

“That does not seem to be the case.” Unlike us, Zero stood up in a 
relaxed manner. 

Wait a sec... My eyes fell to the letter. 

“You mean this?” I asked. 

“Most likely.” 

A few seconds later, a black horse leapt out of the forest. It came to an 
abrupt halt right before our eyes, reared, then landed on its hooves. 

There was silence for a moment. 

“Th-That was terrifying!” The blonde kid clinging to the horse’s neck 
broke the silence, half-crying. ““When I asked for the fastest horse, I didn’t 
think it would be this fast. I thought I’d get tossed!” 

We stood there dumbfounded and speechless. When Albus finally 
noticed us standing close, she quickly straightened up, then slid down the 
huge horse. 

I couldn’t mistake her for anyone else. It was the blonde-haired, golden- 
eyed Chief Mage of Wenias, Albus the Mooncaller Witch, the direct 
descendant of the great Solena. 

It was clearly her, yet for a moment I thought Thirteenth had appeared. 
What I felt when I heard Albus’ voice and when she came down from the 
horse was not nostalgia or astonishment, but a sense of discomfort. 

Albus, on the other hand, was waiting for some kind of response from 
us. Considering how badly we went our separate ways, we, as adults, 


should probably be the ones to talk to her first. 

How did she get here? What was going on with the kingdom? How dare 
you put us on a wanted list? 

There were so many things to say. So many, in fact, that while I was 
having a hard time choosing, Zero spoke. 

“T see. Thirteenth 1s dead.” 

I looked at Zero in disbelief. 

Then I realized. 

Albus was holding Thirteenth’s staff. She exuded an odd, intimidating 
air that I had never felt before from her. 

“You’re kidding me.” Forcing a smile, I looked at Albus. 

Albus hung her head low, her lips pursed. She gave me a pained look, 
then turned to Zero. 

“He died protecting me,” she said clearly. 

Thirteenth was dead. It was extremely hard to believe. Even I, who 
despised him from the bottom of my heart, was quite shocked. 

Zero listened to what happened, her expression completely still. 

“T see.” That was all she said. 

“Are you all right?” I asked. 

“Of course. Thirteenth protected the lass and gave her his power. He 
died the way he wanted to.” Her voice held a matter-of-fact tone that it 
always had. 

“But isn’t Thirteenth your brother?” the priest said softly. 

“Blood ties do not matter to witches. Thirteenth killed our fellow 
students in the first place. I do not care the least bit that he is—” Zero 
staggered and looked at her feet. 

Lily was clinging to her leg. “You must feel sad,” she said, her shoulders 
quivering. 

“Stop it. I do not feel sad at all. Not even a little...” A tear ran down 
Zero’s cheek and landed on Lily’s head. 

Surprised, Lily lifted her head. Tears began dripping on her face. Even 
Lily looked like she was about to cry. 

“Tears...?” Zero wiped the tears away with her fingertips. She stared at 
them, stunned by the fact that she was crying. She pulled away from Lily 
and stumbled a few steps. “Why? So what if Thirteenth is dead...?” 


Unable to hold back the burst of tears, Zero covered both eyes with the 
palms of her hands, curled up, and began sobbing. 

“What is this? Haha. This is surprising. I cannot stop the tears. It 1s like I 
am broken.” 

Zero’s knees buckled, and I quickly caught her. She clung to my 
shoulder, her nails digging into my skin, and started bawling. She probably 
never experienced the stream of emotions raging inside of her. 


She didn’t realize that she was heartbroken until she burst into tears. I 
couldn’t even laugh at how slow she was. 

The Zero from a year ago probably wouldn’t have cried. She would have 
quietly accepted Thirteen’s death, believing it was just natural, and that 
would have been the end of it. 

But Zero had learned attachment. She learned the emotion of love, and 
that death was a painful and sorrowful farewell. 

Zero exhaled. “Mercenary,” she said in a shaky voice. “Were you in this 
much pain when Theo died? Princess. Did it hurt this much when you lost 
Argentum? Lass, when the Mooncaller died...” 

“I’m sorry, Zero... I’m sorry! I was supposed to die. I was supposed to 
be the one killed!” 

“Stop it, kid. It was Thirteenth’s decision to protect you. You have 
nothing to apologize for.” 

“Buti. 

“Crying will calm her down. Isn’t that right, princess?” 

The princess didn’t know the man called Thirteenth. Nor did she know 
that he was Zero’s brother. Still, she was smart enough to guess that 
someone important to Zero had died. She knew the pain of loss from when 
her master, Argentum, was killed. 

“Apologies and encouragement are meaningless in the face of death,” 
she said. “Stay with her, Whitey. We’ll give you some space, so go 
somewhere quiet.” 

“Ts that the best thing to do?” I forced a smile, mimicking her catch 
phrase. 

The princess gave a faint smile, turned around, and walked away. Raul 
followed her, while the priest shooed Lily and Albus away with his staff. 

I picked Zero up and walked towards the river. She would need cold 
water to wash her tear-stained face. Even a Beastfallen who had never shed 
a tear before knew that much. 

With Zero in my arms, I sat down at the edge of the river. I didn’t put 
her down, and neither did she pull away. 

Even after I settled down, Zero didn’t say anything. I didn’t talk to her 
either. 

But I didn’t feel uncomfortable. It wasn’t like I wanted Zero to stop 
crying, and she didn’t want me to comfort her either. I held her in my arms 


as she continued to cry, waiting quietly for time to pass. 

All I could hear was the murmuring of the river and the occasional 
sniffle from Zero. If I strained my ears, I could probably hear the priest 
talking to Albus about matters, but I wasn’t in the mood to eavesdrop right 
now. 

The sun had set before I knew it, the light from the moon casting my 
shadow on the ground. 

Night already, huh? 1 looked up at the sky to find a magnificent full 
moon. 

“It’s so bright,” I muttered. 

I wasn’t expecting a response. It was just an impression. 

Zero’s shoulders twitched, and she looked up at the moon. “True.” Her 
eyes were red, her eyelids swollen. 

I held a piece of cloth to her nose. “Here, wipe yourself.” 

Zero took it and blew her nose like a child. “You did not even offer a 
single word of consolation.” 

“Were you expecting one?” Surprised, my tail perked up. 

She gave a weak laugh and shook her head. “Not even a little.” 

“That’s good to know.” 

“But what if I was?” 

“Hmm?” 

“How would you console me?” 

Wearing the biggest frown, I looked at her. Her face was a mess from 
crying. Her eyes seemed expectant, yet also resigned. 

“You know I never liked Thirteenth.” 

“Harsh. I would have a hard time evaluating that kind of consolation.” 

“T thought he was an immortal monster.” 

“T thought so too.” 

“Who killed him?” 

A bright flame flickered in Zero’s eyes. She let go of my clothes and 
straightened herself. “That is not consolation, but instigation. If my 
thoughts go there, I will not have time to grieve. I will have no choice but to 
work my brain.” 

“T don’t really know any other way to do it.” 

“You insensitive man.” Zero gave me a light punch on the chest. 
“Mercenary. As spiteful, devious, prejudiced, and annoying as he was, 


Thirteenth was my only brother. He was my other half. I have no right to 
say anything about the manner of death that he chose for himself. But...” 

“Yeah?” 

“T feel sad. Unbelievably sad.” 

“Understandable.” 

I couldn’t even imagine how special Thirteenth was to Zero. But I was 
aware of the unconscious affection she showed whenever she talked about 
him. There was definitely a strong bond between Zero and Thirteenth that I 
couldn’t even begin to fathom. 

“Hey, witch. Did you realize something?” 

“Hmm?” 

“Now that we’ve imprisoned Sanare, I no longer have any reason to go 
after Cestum.” 

Zero’s eyes widened. “Is that really something you should be telling me 
now when I am grieving?” 

“Just hear me out. I don’t know if this is any consolation, but...” 

I suddenly felt embarrassed halfway. Feeling uncomfortable under her 
gaze, I grabbed the back of her head and pulled her to my shoulder. 

“Td fight for you.” 

It was probably a once-in-a-lifetime admission for me. 

I felt ashamed that it was all I could say for all she had done for me, but 
unfortunately, it was the best thing that I could come up with. 

Zero kept her forehead pressed against my shoulder and stayed silent for 
a while. Suddenly, her shoulders began shaking. 

“T-It’s not funny!” I said. “I know I’m not really that strong. I can’t 
replace Thirteenth.” 

“No, that is not it. You have it wrong.” 

“Wrong how? You’re clearly laughing.” 

“How can I not laugh? Just a moment ago, I was sad. But now I feel as 
much joy as sadness. Because I have finally become someone special to 
you. Isn’t that right?” It was more of a confirmation than a question. 

It wouldn’t matter what I said. She was already convinced. Not that I 
would deny it. 

“T thought that I could destroy the world for you. If you are willing to 
fight with me, saving the world is an easy matter.” 


Zero stood up from my lap and dipped her hand into the stream. I 
thought she was going to wash her face, but contrary to my expectations, 
she buried her head in the water. 

“H-Hey!” I half-rose to my feet, afraid that she was going to fall into the 
river. 

Zero then lifted her head back up, her long hair spraying water 
everywhere. “The lass should know who killed Thirteenth. If they are 
strong enough to come after her life and kill Thirteenth, then we have a 
powerful enemy in our hands. So powerful that Sanare does not even matter 
at all.” She had completely regained her usual attitude and dignity. 

Her eyes were no longer bloodshot, and her eyelids were not swollen 
anymore. The great extraordinary witch had returned. 

With the usual snap of her fingers, her wet hair dried in an instant. The 
silver strands of her hair, blown by the night wind, glittered under the 
moonlight. Standing majestically against the full moon, she looked even 
more beautiful than when I first met her. 

“Let us go back to the others,” she said. “I have grieved enough, and 
Thirteenth’s death is not a tragedy.” 

“Gotcha.” I stood up. 

Then suddenly, the temperature dropped. 

My breath turned white. Not only that—the river froze, the full moon 
reflected clearly on its icy surface. 

“What the hell?! Hey, witch, what’s goin—” 

“IT know now, Mercenary,” Zero said. 

“Know what?” 

“Who killed Thirteenth.” 

It was all too sudden. I had so many questions. How did she know that 
immediately? Why was it so cold? 

But as I turned my gaze to the direction Zero was staring at, all my 
questions froze in my throat, then melted. 

“That guy, huh?” 

“Yes. My master.” 

Zero’s supposedly dead mentor and the previous Murky Darkness 
Witch. 

I couldn’t just laugh it off as some kind of nonsense. She looked too 
much like Zero. And Thirteenth. 


She possessed breathtaking beauty, with silver hair that almost reached 
her ankles. Her red eyes, lording over the world, seemed boundless, 
watching the vast forest. 

Her gaze shifted to Zero. “A lovely night, wouldn’t you say, Zero? A 
magnificent moon hangs in the sky, as though demons are giving their 
blessings to witches.” Her tone was casual, as if she was talking to a friend 
she found along the road. 

The witch spread her arms wide towards the moon. “On this day, this 
night, the endless debate will finally end. Every hypothesis will be proven. 
Does it not make your heart tremble?” Red eyes looked at me. “You will 
join me in celebration, yes?” Her smile could destroy one’s sanity. 

But I managed to get a hold of myself. “Never!” Fortunately, I had some 
immunity against extraordinary beauty now. 

The witch raised an eyebrow, seemingly displeased by my reply. “I was 
not talking to you.” 

“What?! You were clearly—” 

“Zero! Mercenary!” 

Albus’s urgent voice and the sound of several people’s footsteps came 
from the woods. Sensing the sudden change in temperature, they came to 
check on us. 

Albus came running out of the forest. Her breath caught as soon she saw 
the witch facing us. “Zero! She’s—” 

“I know,” Zero said. “She is alive. Thirteenth is dead. Cestum’s 
ideology, and their actions until now. Taken together, the answer is 
obvious.” 

“Even I can piece it together,” I said. “Should I take a guess?” 

It was already obvious to everyone present. This witch was the boss that 
Sanare was referring to. As the leader of Cestum, she incited the conflict 
between the Church and witches, used Sanare to deceive Albus, and killed 
Thirteenth. 

“Zero. I can fight.” Albus took a step forward. 

Without saying a word, the priest transformed his staff into a scythe and 
poked Lily with his foot, forcing her to step back as she tried to step 
forward. 

Raul carried the princess on his back, spear in hand, trying to assess the 
situation. 


Zero’s violet eyes watched the witch warily, and I clenched my sword so 
I could unsheath it any time. 

Even in such a tense situation, the witch seemed unwary. “No need to be 
so rash,” she said. “I am not here to kill you. I simply wanted to invite you, 
my dear audience, to first-class seats.” 

The witch raised one arm flamboyantly. Then like a storyteller on stage, 
she bowed deeply. 

“Thank you all for coming,” she began. “Zero, my dear apprentice. You 
have chosen the best beast warrior a witch could ever have. As your mentor, 
I am very proud.” She spoke in an extremely relaxed tone. 

Her gestures were all sluggish, but her eyes burned with excitement. 

Her gaze caught Albus. “Young Mooncaller, whose life was spared by 
Thirteenth’s sacrifice. Your existence is like a miracle. You ate Thirteenth, 
yes? How repulsive. Absolutely wonderful!” 

She turned to Lily. “Oh, little rat warrior. She who secretly carries death. 
I cannot help but shiver at the sight of you. The most hated and hunted of 
all by the Church and the masses, still exists after five hundred years.” 

Next was the princess and Raul. “The only pupil of the short-lived 
Argentum, princess of Black Dragon Island, blessed with an exceptional 
gift in Magic, and her bizarre-looking attendant. You could have been mine. 
What a shame.” 

Finally, she licked her lips and looked at the priest. “The best part is you, 
adjudicator from Dea Ignis. Your presence here arouses me. I have been 
watching you. When will you betray Zero? When will you die? Yet you are 
still here, on their side.” 

Her ghastly aura threatened to devour me whole. Even the priest turned 
pale, his body shivering from the cold. 

“T don’t know how to say this, Zero,” the priest said. “Your mentor is a 
bit... No, guite revolting.” His voice sounded a little shrill from 
nervousness, his usual composed self nowhere to be found. 

Zero gave a bitter smile, sympathizing with the priest’s impression. “She 
is an old witch who survived the war five hundred years ago. She is an 
enigma, even to me. She mated with a demon, had a child with it, and then 
offered it to the demon.” 

Her story was like a dark fairy tale. She was just like those horrible evil 
witches heard of in the Church’s sermons. What would such an evil witch 


show us by inviting us to first-class seats? 

The witch closed her outstretched hand and opened it. A dark red clump 
appeared on her palm. 

A human heart, so fresh that it seemed like it could start beating any 
moment. 

“Thirteenth’s heart...’ Albus’ lips quivered. 

Zero’s expression instantly changed. Disregarding the fact that she was 
facing her master, she fired chantless Steim towards the heart. 

“Tdiot!” I shouted. “What are you doing?!” 

Ignoring me, Zero unleashed Lamant, Flagis, and Kudra in rapid 
succession, destroying a part of the forest. 

When the cloud of dust settled, the Murky Darkness Witch was still 
there. 

“Wh-What the hell?! She’s too tough!” 

“It is not her real body!” Zero said. “I knew she would not be foolish 
enough to put her life in danger. Lass! Strengthen the ward around Wenias! 
You should now be able to use the most basic and best protective circle that 
witches use to protect themselves from demons.” 

“Huh? What? Now?!” 

“Yes, now!” 

Zero was the only one who sensed the danger. She was displaying 
unusual urgency. The rest of us could not comprehend the situation at all. 

“Why are you panicking?! Calm down!” 

“A demon,” Zero said. Naturally, I had no idea what she meant by that. 
“Do you remember the time I summoned a demon to your body?” 

“T do.” 

“Then you should understand. The body of a beast warrior is not only 
useful as sacrifice for Sorcery and Magic, but it is also extremely suitable as 
a demon’s receptacle. This is because a beast warrior is extremely similar to 
that of a demon in form. That is why their bodies are useful when wielding 
demonic power. My master, the Murky Darkness witch, is going to use all 
the beast warriors on the continent as vessels to summon countless 
demons!” 

Okay. I finally realized that the world was doomed. 

The Murky Darkness witch opened her mouth slowly. 

“T will now destroy the world.” 


Interlude: Dawn of a New World 


She had lived for centuries, bearing the title of the Murky Darkness 
Witch. 

She hunted evil witches with the Church during the Great War five 
hundred years ago, and after a horrific betrayal by the Church, she hid in a 
cave. 

Together with her increasing number of disciples, she spent her time in 
idleness, ruminating on ideas that went around in circles, seeking for true 
peace. 

That is, until Zero invented Magic. With Magic, the world would 
change. Drastically. She could change it. 

She was willing to sacrifice everything for that purpose. The disciples 
she spent her time with. The title of Murky Darkness. Eternal indolence. 

It took her ten years to refine the spell. For the Sorcery to work, she 
needed to gather several sacrifices. Three of them were particularly 
important. 

First, the souls of those who had died from the power of demons. With 
the spread of Magic, these were easy to collect. 

Second, the blood of a furious dragon, which was extremely difficult to 
obtain. Only with the help of the Stargazer Argentum did she lay her hands 
on the precious item. 

Lastly, the heart of a grand sorcerer. 

She originally planned to use Solena’s heart. 

For the powerful spell to be perfectly executed, there was no sacrifice 
more ideal than the heart of Solena. She studied ways to infiltrate her lair, 
but the great witch ended up being burned at the stake. 

She considered using Solena’s granddaughter as a substitute, but 
thinking back, one could say that it was fortunate that she obtained 
Thirteenth’s heart, rather than some fledgeling who merely inherited 
Solena’s title. 

More important than anything else was the vessel. 


Countless Beastfallen of various kinds were now gathering from all over 
the continent to the Kingdom of Wenias, either for war or to be turned into 
humans. 

“Come. Embodiment of chaotic violence, reveling in the pleasure of 
carnage. Crawl out from the tedious depths of hell and play doll with me.” 

What is needed to uniformly destroy the world and bring peace to it? 

That is, pure violence that would annihilate the Church, witches, adults, 
babies, and everything else at random, without distinction. 

The answer? The demons that she summoned. 

The world changed overnight. Many people—from north to south, even 
citizens of Black Dragon Island—saw a witch drifting in the night sky, with 
the dazzling full moon behind her. 

I will now destroy the world. 

All kinds of Beastfallen started going on a mad rampage. With their 
strong bodies, they devoured, and raped, and pillaged, singing and dancing 
in a sea of blood and corpses. 


Naturally, the Church and the Knights Templar, an organization formed 
to eradicate witches, fought back. But how could they possibly stand a 
chance? Most knights were deployed to Wenias to exterminate witches, 
leaving the countryside severely weak. 

As if riotous mobs of Beastfallen were not alarming enough, they used 
Sorcery like nothing. A swing of their arms produced powerful gales, split 
the earth, drove people mad, and summoned lightning. 

They were no longer just Beastfallen. They were demons using the 
beasts as vessels. 

With no chance of vanquishing the demons, the world turned into hell 
overnight. 

In the midst of all the chaos, one nation escaped the disaster. 

Protected by the ward of the Mooncaller witch Albus, the Magical State 
of Wenias was untouched by the demons. The Beastfallen inside kept their 
sanity as well. 

Miraculously, the majority of the eighty thousand Knights Templar who 
marched to Wenias to slay witches survived. 

The village they built at the entrance to a tunnel in Wenias, aptly named 
Fulwinesca, meaning Witch’s Gallows, was also their base of operation for 
the battle against witches. 

The village possessed the power to repel demons, the sources of 
witches’ power. They chanted spells to ward off the demons, burned 
incense that demons despised, and gathered helpless folks to endure the 
night. 

Knights and mercenaries who fled from neighboring countries, and even 
witches who had been silently blending in with regular people, joined the 
battle, allowing them to survive yet another day. 

But with so many Beastfallen gathering towards Wenias, Fulwinesca 
was subjected to the most ferocious demon attacks on the continent. With 
the mountains of Wenias behind them, falling back was difficult. 

There was not enough manpower to reopen the tunnels, and even if they 
did, they would have to retreat to a Magical State, an enemy of the Church. 
The knights wanted to at least save the innocent civilians. 

As they prayed to God, a hawk flew over their heads. 

““Wenias has offered a ceasefire with the Church! Get away from the 
tunnel and get down on the ground! A witch will clear a path for you!” 


Everyone knew that the hawk Beastfallen flying through the sky was the 
Saint of Akdios’s personal attendant. After all, the saint herself, Faelia, was 
also in Fulwinesca. 

The Beastfallen had been gathering information in Wenias under orders 
from the saint. Deeming the intel he brought as trustworthy, the Knights 
Templar made a quick and appropriate decision. 

They immediately made preparations to retreat and waited for a path to 
open in the mountains. 

At the same time, Wenias was also busy preparing to guide the knights 
that would be pouring into the kingdom. The report that the hawk 
Beastfallen provided gave them a rough idea of what was happening 
outside. 

The only one who could face the mountain range that pierced the sky 
like a solid wall was the silver-haired witch who called herself Zero. 
Everyone thought that it was absurd. 

The few people who knew Zero—her allies—did not doubt her power, 
but the State Mages whispered to each other that it was impossible to make 
a hole in the mountains with Kudra. 

The whispers did not faze Zero. The witch’s elegance and bold smile 
shut everyone’s mouth. 

When she began chanting, everybody swallowed. 

“Verdiga lum de Garg, O’ earth-shaking seedbed extending far and wide, 
crush the obstacle standing in my way! Chapter of Harvest, Page Eight: 
Kudra! Grant me power, for I am Zero!” 

The earth roared as if splitting. The sky flashed as if falling. The very air 
seemed to rupture. 

Half of the curious onlookers fainted, and even those who had been 
prepared to some extent crouched down on the spot, covering their ears. 

Dust rained down, robbing vision and breath alike, but was quickly 
blown away by the wind. 

Everyone gasped at the sight that unfolded before them. 

Zero’s spell had not created a tunnel in the mountain range. 

It had blown away an entire section of the mountain range surrounding 
the Kingdom of Wenias. 


Rit ROR 


Chapter 9: Time of Unity 


“Ladies and gentlemen. I, Torres Nada Gadio, governor of Ideaverna of 
the Republic of Cleon, am truly honored to have been chosen to lead this 
historic conference. Let’s keep the introduction short, and get down to 
business.” 

Three days after Zero blasted a hole in the mountains, a conference was 
held by a consortium composed of varied individuals. 

After the Knights Templar and travelers entered Wenias, they were 
provided temporary lodgings. The injured were treated, and food was 
distributed. Once things settled down, the King of Wenias, Sept, convened a 
meeting that included people from the Church. 

The governor probably ended up presiding over the meeting because of 
his usual string-pulling. His power allowed them to communicate with the 
outside using Cal. 

Immediately after the Murky Darkness witch announced the destruction 
of the world, the governor took Cal, with whom he had been secretly 
keeping contact with, and advised Sept to call a ceasefire. 

Sept agreed without hesitation. He used Cal to inform the Knights 
Templar of the truce, and at the same time dispatched elite witches to all the 
tunnels. 

Due to its location, accommodations, and supplies, Fomicaum was 
chosen as the venue of the meeting. The chapel that stood majestically in 
the Church square was selected as the conference room. It was probably the 
first time that witches and Beastfallen had ever set foot in this place, at least 
with pride. 

A round table—rather fitting for the situation—was prepared, where 
Sept, Albus, the commander of the Knights Templar, Faelia, and 
Ideaverna’s governor sat. 

“Why is Lia representing the Church?” I asked. 

“A saint is a very high-ranking person in the Church,” Cal, Lia’s 
personal hawk Beastfallen attendant, answered. “And since Wenias kicked 


out Church personnel from the kingdom, there’s currently no clergy around 
who ranks higher than her. Plus, she used the power of her miracles to heal 
the knights fighting demons all day and night. The Knights Templar trusts 
her so much that she was allowed to attend the meeting.” 

It made perfect sense, but I couldn’t help but be anxious watching Lia 
sitting there with a look that said “Am I really allowed to be here?” Her 
miracles were the product of Magic in the first place, so technically she was 
a Mage. 

Then again, the homicidal priest was behind her to offer his assistance. 
He would probably be the one essentially speaking for the Church. 

Zero, Cal, and I were by the wall, watching the meeting. The princess of 
Black Dragon Island and Raul were outsiders, and Lily would not 
understand anything anyway, so they were absent. 

Normally, Zero and I shouldn’t be here either, but our presence was 
allowed since we knew everyone except the commander of the Knights 
Templar. 

“First, let’s share information,” the governor said. “What do we know, 
and to what extent?” He placed a finger on the parchment spread out on the 
table. “Now, as you know, there is no other place safe from the threat of 
demons other than here, inside Wentas’ ward. According to the Church, the 
seven cathedrals scattered across the continent have the power to repel 
demons. Can you confirm this, Your Eminence?” 

Lia turned to look at the priest. He cleared his throat and jerked his chin 
toward the commander of the Knights Templar. 

While Dea Ignis was a part of the Church, they were an object of 
contempt within the institution. In this case, Lia should be seeking for the 
commander’s counsel first before the priest’s. 

“T-I’m sorry,” Lia said. “I don’t know much about the Church yet. Do 
you mind, Lord Eudwright? I have not even been to any of the cathedrals.” 

The commander nodded gravely. For a human, he was almost as big as 
me, and he gave the impression of a ‘walking castle wall’ with his armor 
and helmet on. 

Since he was meeting with dignitaries, he had taken off his helmet out of 
courtesy, but it was probably better if he donned the helmet to hide his 
intimidating gaze. 


The man was in his mid-thirties. His vicious face seemed to be carved 
from stone, covered in black hair and mustache like an overgrown forest. 

The fact that he didn’t look dirty with his appearance could only be 
attributed to a divine miracle. 

“Then, on behalf of the saint, I will answer the question,” the man said. 
“As I am but a member of a secular organization, I am not that 
knowledgeable about the Church.” 

“R-Really?” Lia said. “We should ask Father, then.” 

“Pardon me, Your Eminence. I was simply expressing humility. I am 
proud to say that I, Eudwright, am quite knowledgeable about the Church. 
The Seven Cathedrals are structures that were built by the Church as bases 
for its war against witches. They have a track record of countering the 
power of witches—demons, essentially—in the Great War five hundred 
years ago. If demons are the ones wreaking havoc at the moment, there is a 
good chance that the people in the cathedrals have survived.” 

“T think that’s most likely the case,” Albus agreed. “I’ve been reading 
documents we gathered from the churches all over the kingdom, and 
apparently the wards they use against witches are almost identical to the 
wards witches use against demons.” 

I glanced at Zero. She had told me something similar before. Back in the 
old days, the Church was there to protect the people from those who 
misused Sorcery and brought chaos. The witches who preferred peace even 
cooperated with the witch hunts. I could see the Church using wards as 
powerful as what the witches used. 

“Wonderful!” The governor clapped his hands loud. “That means we are 
not the only survivors in this vast continent. If only there was some way we 
could reach them. Cal scouted from the sky and found that the demons near 
the mountains have all retreated and started to head north.” 

Sept’s expression changed. “Wait... to the Altar?” 

“Well-deduced, Your Majesty. The Altar of the Seven Cathedrals’s 
prophet is located on the island of Generos in the northern part of the 
continent. I’m not very well-versed in history, but I know that the Church 
was founded in this land. If I were the head of Cestum, I would first overrun 
this land and make it my stronghold if I had to.” 

Lia let out a concerned gasp. Fabric covered both her eyes, but 
according to Cal, her vision was gradually returning. “What do we do? The 


prophet is alone at the Altar, aren’t they?” 

I shot Cal a questioning look. 

The hawk Beastfallen flapped his wings a little. “Apparently,” he said. 
“The Great Cathedrals are big and fancy, but the Altar where the prophet 
lives to convey the Goddess’s will is small and simple. Only the Bishops of 
the Seven Cathedrals are allowed to get close to the Altar. The island is also 
off-limits to ordinary believers, including the Knights Templar.” 

“Sounds awful.” 

“Tf it’s warded, then there’s a good chance they’re still alive, but with no 
contact from the outside world, who knows how long their resources will 
last?” 

“Food won’t be a problem for a while,” Eudwright said in a firm, deep 
voice. He apparently overheard our conversation. “Food is delivered to the 
Altar once a year, and given the time of year, they should have delivered the 
supplies recently. In addition, there are livestock and a garden there.” 

The governor clapped his hands in joy once more. “Absolutely 
wonderful! Then at best, they will survive for a year. As a devout believer, 
that makes me glad. If the demons are headed to the altar, then we will have 
to charge into the den of thousands of fiends to rescue the prophet. Your 
Majesty?” 

Sept shook his head grimly. “I’m sorry, but Wenias cannot send troops. 
It’s true that the prophet is an important figure in the Church, but 
dispatching a thousand soldiers to save one person means we lose the 
opportunity to save ten thousand others. Our witches and Mages have 
already been assigned missions to provide aid to neighboring countries. We 
haven’t even decided how to send troops to Knox Cathedral up in the north, 
much less the Altar.” 

“You make a great point.” The governor turned to Eudwright. 
“Commander, if my memory serves me right, there are about fifty thousand 
knights in Wenias currently.” 

There were originally eighty thousand knights laying siege to Wenias, 
twenty thousand assigned to each of the four tunnels in the north, south, 
east, and west. 

The knights up north were all wiped out. 

The eastern tunnel was abandoned early, and those who escaped barely 
made it to the southern tunnel. It took several witches to open the tunnel, 


and only thirty thousand managed to take refuge inside the kingdom. 

The knights in the western tunnel—the one that Zero blew open—was 
commanded by Eudwright himself. About eighteen thousand knights 
survived, and civilian deaths amounted to less than a hundred. 

There were two major factors that contributed to their incredibly high 
survival rate: Lia’s healing, and the fact that Eudwright did not spurn the 
witches. 

The older witches could not use Magic, but they could perform powerful 
Sorcery, which required time, and time, the Knights Templar bought plenty. 

Both parties shared the same goal. Eudwright’s subordinates objected 
the idea of servants of God defending witches, but the commander 
intimidated them to silence. He joined forces with the witches to save the 
common folk. 

“T am planning to send thirty thousand to the Seven Cathedrals,” the 
commander said, “and another ten thousand will be dispatched separately 
towards Knox Cathedral and the Altar. I believe it is best to leave the 
remaining ten thousand to guard Wenias. After witnessing the power of 
witches, I feel their support is indispensable. If no witches accompany my 
troops, more than half will lose their lives in the middle of their mission.” 

“T understand what you mean,” Sept said. “For our part, the help of the 
Knights Templar is essential in searching for and escorting survivors from 
neighboring countries. I think we can work together to dispatch personnel 
to the Seven Cathedrals, but I can’t help you with the Altar. It takes time, 
it’s too dangerous, and the success rate is extremely low. And I hope you 
don’t take this the wrong way, but...” 

“You don’t see the necessity in saving the prophet?” the priest said 
sharply. 

Sept smiled. “To put it bluntly, to the common folk, the Church only 
extends to the priest who resides in the nearby place of worship. Once you 
become more religious, you learn that there’s a Bishop on top. But most 

believers don’t know that there are Seven Cathedrals in the world, and that 
there is an Altar that supervises them all.” 

“That is ludicrous!” Eudwright barked. Lia’s awkward grimace stopped 
him, however. 

“I’m sorry,” Lia said, lowering her gaze. “I was an orphan and ignorant 
of society. It wasn’t until after I was recognized as a saint that I learned of 


the prophet’s existence.” 

“If I may add,” the priest cut in, “I don’t necessarily agree with His 
Mayjesty’s opinion, but before I was recruited to Dea Ignis, I knew very little 
about the Church. It may be hard to believe for you, Lord Eudwright, since 
you have studied the Church since you were young, but the only people 
who are knowledgeable about the Church are the people of the Church 
themselves.” 

Well, if they’re hiding out on an island that’s inaccessible to ordinary 
believers, it's no wonder they’re not well-known. 

While Eudwright was astonished by the difference in his and the 
public’s perception of the Church, Sept went on. “If the prophet serves as 
emotional support for the masses, then I will give it some thought. 
However, if their purpose is solely to unify the Church, then I would like to 
propose the election of a new prophet.” 

“Are you suggesting we let them die?!” the commander roared. 

Sept shrugged nonchalantly, ignoring his outburst. “All I’m saying is 
that I can’t help you. You Church people tend to think that you will receive 
assistance from others, but you should understand our current situation. We 
have our hands full trying to survive.” 

Matters unrelated to survival should be dealt on your own, was what he 
was saying. 

Eudwright’s rugged face twisted menacingly. Lia anxiously tried to 
smooth things over between the two, but the priest stopped her. 

“How about I go with you?” Albus broke the tense atmosphere. “I don’t 
belong to any squad, and my ward can protect the knights from demons. It’s 
my fault that most of the Knights Templar are gathered in Wenias anyway. I 
started the war. No, I started everything. I can’t just stay somewhere safe 
while people are in danger.” 

I dont like where this is going. 

Albus was trying to keep her composure, her fists shaking, but the fear, 
regret, and responsibility that weighed heavily on her back was crushing 
her. 

It was probably hard for her to continue being Wenias’s Chief Mage. 
She only kept the job because there was no one else available. 

If Thirteenth was alive, she wouldn’t have been subjected to such torture 
after committing a historic mistake. But even Thirteenth died trying to 


protect her. Even an adult would not be able to remain calm. 

And right now, she was making a dangerous decision while in an 
unsteady state of mind. 

“You can’t go, Albus,” Sept said firmly. ““We’ve talked about this many 
times. The reason I haven’t incorporated you into any of my squads is 
because you have the most important job of all, maintaining the ward 
protecting the kingdom.” 

“His Majesty is right,” the governor agreed. “It’s true that the expedition 
to the north will be successful if the Chief Mage accompanied the knights, 
but it’s not worth it.” 

“But we can’t just abandon them!” 

“We can’t afford to be sentimental at the moment, Albus. If you die, 
who’s going to protect the kingdom? What about the ward? Granting 
permission to use Magic? Torres is right. Sending you is not worth the 
risk.” 

“Just let Seventh handle everything! She’s stuck in the kingdom 
anyway.” 

Sept’s expression turned a little sour. He had already told Albus that he 
and Seventh were the same person. Albus was basically telling him to 
protect the kingdom himself. 

It was impossible for Sept not to be offended by this. 

“T didn’t want to remind you this, Albus, but her mentor died protecting 
you.” 

Sept’s words made not only Albus but also the governor tense. Torres, 
being Sept’s collaborator, knew the identity of Seventh and her master. 
Even Eudwright and Lia, who were oblivious to the circumstances, sensed 
the awkward atmosphere. Their faces stiffened. 

“Tf he were still alive, he would never say to push everything onto 
Seventh and go do whatever you want.” Sept paused and glared at Albus. 
“Because the witch known as Seventh is inexperienced and not strong 
enough to defend Wenias, a kingdom now key to humanity’s survival, 
alone. He gave his power to you, not Seventh. Yet you do not even 
understand that. How utterly disappointing.” 

“Th-That is way too far, Your Majesty!” the governor intervened. “Lady 
Albus wasn’t being entirely thoughtless.” 


“No, Torres. She is being thoughtless. Being imprudent despite the 
power you possess is a sin.” 

“Ah, crap.” I murmured. “Sounds like a big fight.” 

“Indeed,” Zero agreed in a whisper. “It does not feel like a meeting. Sept 
is not calm either.” 

Sept was clearly irritated. He had lost his grandfather, the previous king, 
and then his master Thirteenth. It was no wonder he wasn’t as easygoing as 
he used to be. 

As Albus fell silent, the priest suddenly raised his voice. “Y- Your 
Eminence?! Wh-Why are you crying?!” 

I looked at Lia to see her trembling, still smiling, but with tears 
streaming down her face. 

“T-I can’t stand it when people get angry... I’m sorry. P-Please be more 
gentle...” Unable to finish her sentence, she covered her face with her 
hands and began to cry. 

Cal immediately rushed to her side, and Lia clung to him, sobbing. “I’m 
sorry,” she repeated endlessly. 

Sept gave an embarrassed frown. “Sorry,” he said. “I was being a little 
immature. Please excuse my behavior, Albus.” 

Albus, still despondent, nodded. 

“Let’s calm down and get back to business,” Sept said. “Commander 
Eudwright?” 

“Hmm... Uh, y-yes?” 

“About the trip to the Altar. I’d like the Church to discuss the matter 
internally first. Like I said, it’s dangerous. The prophet will survive for a 
year, no? I think we can spare troops after some time.” 

“T agree,” the commander said. He was more unassertive than I 
expected. “I also believe that sending the Chief Mage is a bad idea. If we do 
not have the manpower, then we will just have to deal with it ourselves.” 

It looked like matters had been settled. But Albus didn’t seem satisfied. 
Before she could speak, Lia lifted her head, sniffing. 

“T left a lot of people to die.” 

It sounded like a sudden confession. The priest, who knew the truth 
about her, gave a start, while the clueless commander froze. 

Lia faced Albus. “Even now, many call me a murderer. They say I 
should be ashamed for living a good life, pretending to be a saint, after 


killing so many people. But if I die, I won’t be able to help anyone. If I 
collapsed from hunger, many people who I could’ve saved would suffer.” 

“What are you trying to say?” Albus regarded her with probing eyes. 

Feeling a little anxious that she wasn’t getting her point across properly, 
Lia turned to the priest for help. 

The priest seemed a little troubled at first, but decided to back her up. 
“Make sure you take responsibility properly, is what she’s saying. Even if 
you’re at fault, taking on a job that’s not appropriate for you is plain 
absurd.” 

Lia nodded repeatedly in delight. “I almost made that mistake, too. I 
wanted to die. I thought that if I was gone, it would make all the angry 
people feel better. But someone told me that I was just running away. I was 
going to abandon those I could save.” 

Ah, good times. Zero said those words to Lia when she lost all hope of 
living. Lia decided to then keep on living and make amends, receiving a 
copy of the Grimoire of Zero. Some time had passed since then, and she 
was now a splendid saint. 

“This might sound obvious,” Lia added, “but the place where you are 
most useful is not the place where you suffer the most. When you’re in a 
difficult spot, you feel like you’re being forgiven for your sins, and if you 
go somewhere dangerous, you think you can appease the angry people a 
little. But to me, you’re only doing that to feel better.” 

“T-I didn’t mean it that way,” Albus mumbled softly, shrinking. 

“O-Of course,” Lia said, hanging her head down in embarrassment. She 
managed to calm Albus down, at least. 

Zero gave a grunt of approval. “I do not know who said those words to 
you, but they make a remarkable point.” 

“Uh, you’re the one who told her that,” I said. 

“What? Me? Wow. Am I remarkable or what?” 

Is she joking? Or is she actually serious? 

As I was wondering if I should make a comment, a scream rang out, 
which from the sound of the voice, must have come from the square 
outside. There was a stir in the conference room. As we exchanged glances, 
footsteps came rattling in from outside. 

“Your Majesty! Young lady!” Pooch barged into the room, his face pale. 


Albus rose to her feet, furious. “Holdem! This is an important meeting! I 
told you not to interrupt unless it’s an emergency. You can deal with small 
problems yourself!” 

“W-Well, about that... I don’t think I can handle this one.” With a drawn 
expression on his face, he pointed to the door he had just burst through. 
“Th-There’s a dragon in the church square!” 

It was an emergency that pulled everyone present out of their seats. 

We rushed out of the church, and sure enough, there was a dragon. It 
wasn’t as big as I had imagined, but it was big enough to carry one adult 
easily. 

Covered in silver scales, it had two warped horns on its head. It looked 
familiar, but what really drew my attention was the familiar man mounted 
on the dragon’s neck. 

“The dude from Black Dragon Island!” I yelped. 


“Oh.” Zero smiled. “If it isn’t the Dragon Slayer King.” 

Gouda looked to her direction, and his eyes widened. “D-Don’t call me 
by that name! I don’t want any attention on me!” said the man who literally 
just flew in on a dragon’s back. It was probably the entrance of the century. 

Drawing in all the attention from onlookers, Gouda quickly jumped 
down from the dragon. “What are you even doing in a town like this?! I 
thought you said you were headed to Moonsbow Forest. Damn it. Good 
thing I had Heath here to follow your scent, but now I’m being subjected to 
public humiliation.” 

“Heath? Who?” I asked. 

The dragon gave a low growl in response. 

I see. So he gave the dragon a name. Makes sense. He rides it, after all. 
Not giving it aname would be pretty strange. 

“Ts this the young dragon from back then?” Zero asked. “I am surprised. 
It has not been long since we parted ways, and it has grown so much 
already.” 

“That makes two of us,” Gouda said. “It’s still growing by the day.” 

“How’d you train it as a ride?” I asked. 

A saddle and some luggage were strapped around the dragon’s neck. 

“T didn’t train him,” Gouda said, frowning deeply. “He saw me riding 
my horse and forced me to start flying. When I try to get on a horse, he gets 
mad and tries to devour it. So I had no choice but to make a saddle.” 

Zero laughed. “You are loved. It is a part of you now.” 

“His love is too much for me to bear. Anyway, you should probably 
explain the, uhh, situation to them. Look. They’re completely frozen.” With 
a somewhat apologetic look on his face, Gouda jerked his chin at everyone 
but me and Zero. 

Lia, in particular, fainted from shock, and Cal rushed to catch her. Even 
the priest, who had fought the dragon before, had gone stiff, his jaw on the 
ground. 

“Oh, hmm. Yes, of course,” Zero said. “Allow me to introduce you, 
then. This man is the Dragon Slayer King. He defeated a dragon in Black 
Dragon Island, and became, I believe, the first human to be a dragon’s 
companion.” 

“T told you not to call me that! It’s not that big of a deal.” 


“N-Not a big deal?!’ Albus cried. “You came here riding a dragon!” Her 
words brought everyone back to their senses. “Wh-What’s going on here? 
And why do you two know this dragon-riding dude? Why is he even here?” 
She was panicking. 

“Well, then. With the appearance of a mythical creature, | doubt we can 
still continue the meeting as 1f nothing happened.” The governor remained 
calm even in this situation. “Since her Eminence has fainted, let us take a 
break. I take it there are no objections?” 

Sept had already started studying the dragon with Zero. Even Eudwright 
knew better than to demand the meeting to continue. 

The knight’s commander stared at the dragon for a while. “We will lose 
all our horses if we place that dragon in the stables.” 

A practical observation. 

Gouda frowned. “Heath devours only to kill, not to eat.” 


“What did you say, Dragon Slayer King?” Zero was astounded. 

Gouda was removing his heavy armor and helmet. “Stop calling me that 
already.” 

“That does not matter at the moment. Are you certain that no demons 
have appeared in the southern part of the continent?” 

Gouda looked more surprised at Zero’s menacing look. “Yes. That night 
when a strange witch said she was going to destroy the world, Heath was 
acting restless.” 

We already knew from countless testimonies that the Murky Darkness 
Witch’s declaration was witnessed from all parts of Wenias. 

Apparently her voice sounded like it came from everywhere, from the 
sky, to the forest, reaching even the ears of the deaf. Her silhouette against 
the full moon was even reflected in the puddles of water deep inside caves. 

The Knights Templar stationed outside the mountains mentioned that the 
same thing happened outside as well, and it even reached Black Dragon 
Island. 

“Nothing unusual happened on Black Dragon Island,” Gouda continued. 
“I flew south to Moonsbow Forest to follow you. I tried to lay low, so I 
wasn’t able to see much, but it wasn’t as horrific down south. In fact, it 
wasn’t until we were approaching Wenias, with Heath guiding the way, that 
I noticed anything unusual.” 


If what Gouda said was true, the situation would be very different. Zero 
took a map of the continent out of her luggage and unfolded it, measuring 
the distance with her finger and nodding to herself. 

“Mind sharing what you’re nodding about with the rest of the class?” I 
said. 

“As with anything, Sorcery has an area of effect, with the caster at the 
center. It depends on the type of spell, but the one my master used 
summoned demons onto beast warriors within a certain range.” 

“The same spell you used on me a year ago, right?” I grimaced. 

“Yes,” Zero answered without a hint of guilt. 

“T let a demon take over your consciousness, wield inhuman power to 
wipe out the enemy and successfully restrict the use of Magic in Wenias.” 

“Yeah. It took three days to regain consciousness. Even after I woke up, 
I felt awful for a while.” 

“This time, the caster cast the spell randomly on a wide area. Of course, 
it is a more advanced spell than summoning a single demon. The bigger the 
area of effect, the heavier the load.” 

“So you’re saying that the south was beyond the reach of your master’s 
power?” 

“That is highly likely. Since the beast warriors all over the continent 
were converging on Wenias, it makes sense that the damage would be lesser 
as you go to the edges of the continent. If Master is at the center of the 
continent, there should have been a reasonable amount of damage in the 
south as well. But if there is barely anything unusual there, then there 1s a 
high possibility that Master is hiding somewhere north.” 

It was in line with Torres’ opinion that Cestum were heading for the 
Altar on Generos Island in order to take the Church’s holy land. 

“Of course, a hypothesis is simply that, a hypothesis,” Zero continued. 
“However, there is no doubt that Master is hiding inside a ward to protect 
herself from demons. A powerful ward that even I cannot detect. And 
demons aim for the empty area created by the ward, because they know that 
the one who summoned them is there.” 

Gouda stopped taking off his armor. “Why do they head there?” he 
asked in a hard voice. 

“Either to fulfill their contract or kill the witch. Otherwise, the demons 
will not be able to return to Hell. There is an element of coercion when 


summoning demons. You summon and negotiate with them by force. Of 
course, demons can choose not to negotiate, but in that case, they will be 
bound to this world until they give in or the witch dies.” 

“Sounds like a royal pain on the demons’ part.” 

“Indeed. That is why Magic is beneficial to both witches and demons.” 
Zero folded her arms proudly. 

“So we kill your master, the demons will go away?” 

Ves." 

“What about demons that don’t want to go back to Hell?” 

“They will all disappear without exception. Demons that have a good 
relationship with the caster and do not wish to return to Hell will simply 
protect them at all costs.” 

Either way, demons would be flocking to Zero’s master. In order to kill 
her and restore peace to the world, we would need to dive into a den of 
demons, like the Knights Templar riding towards the Altar to save the 
Church’s highest ranking personnel. 

Exhaling deeply, Gouda placed his greaves on the floor. “Good grief. I 
left Black Dragon Island for a bit only to find out about this mess. I’d rather 
be on the island worrying about next year’s harvest than this.” 

“T get you,” I said. “There are no Beastfallen on Black Dragon Island, 
and it’s not like demons would go out of their way to attack a remote island 
like that. 

“Td like to pretend I didn’t hear anything and return now.” 

“Tt is not all that depressing,” Zero said. “The world may be a little 
closer to hell, but we managed to save a few. Speaking of which, Dragon 
Slayer King.” 

“What is it?” He already accepted his nickname at this point. 

Zero smiled and jerked her chin toward the window. “Look. I saved that 
one.” 

Raising an eyebrow, Gouda leaned out the window and saw the princess 
and Raul walking down the street. His breath caught for a moment, then he 
bolted out of the room, his face red. “Why didn’t you tell me that earlier?! 
We have so many matters that need the princess’s decision!” 

“He’s aware that he’s now king, right?” I said as I watched him go. 

Zero chuckled. “He is aware that he is not perfect.” 


A knock came at the door. I opened it, revealing a white hawk 
Beastfallen. 

“What’s up, Cal? Are we resuming the meeting?” 

Like always, Cal opened and closed his wings a little. “I was gonna tell 
you that at first. Anyway, just come with me. Things are starting to get a 
little interesting.” 

Like Cal said, there was a bit of an uproar while the meeting was on 
recess. 

Sept was down on the hallway, with a knight on top of him. The king’s 
swollen face suggested he was beaten up. More than a dozen other knights 
were stopping those who tried to help. 

“You can’t help with the mission to the Altar?” the knight said. “Just 
elect a new prophet? I know you’re trying to take advantage of the chaos to 
bring down the Church, but we won’t let that happen!” 

“I’m not interested in the downfall of the Church,” Sept replied. “If 
anything, I’m all for coexisting with them.” 

“Bullshit. Like hell I’m going to believe that! I bet that witch who wants 
to destroy the world was one of yours too!” 

“Good heavens,” I said. 

Cal nodded with a strained laugh. “This is what happened after 
Commander Eudwright told his men about the meeting. Those two argued 
for a while, but you know how the king is. He has a bit of a sharp tongue.” 

The young knight came to protest, but was met with the king’s cruel 
words, which resulted in him hitting Sept. Cal sensed the danger as soon as 
the knights came barging in, and sent Lia back to her room immediately. 
While he was at it, he came to call us and returned to see that the situation 
had grown into a rather violent confrontation. 

Unfortunately, the governor, Albus, and the priest were not here. 

“Where are the others?” I asked. 

“People are calling for them right now. Apparently, they all left the 
church after some of those guys causing the ruckus told them to.” 

I laughed. I could see why even Pooch wasn’t around on guard duty. 
“Very thorough. So they’re not fools running around. Commendable, I 
suppose.” 

“Hmm. It seems that the Church is not monolithic either.” 


Things would only get more complicated if a Beastfallen like me 
stepped in, and people would probably get hurt. I could hold back, but the 
knights would not hesitate to turn their swords at me. Most of all, Sept 
himself didn’t ask for help. 

As we were talking, the young knight mounting Sept wrapped his hand 
around the king’s neck, his eyes glinting with rage. 

I thought he looked a little grimy for a knight, but he just had brown 
skin. His messy, short hair and large almond eyes reminded me of a wildcat. 

While the knight had fire in his eyes, Sept’s green eyes were cold as ice. 

“You use force when you don’t get what you want,” Sept began. “You 
push for what’s best for you without caring about others. If they refuse, you 
denounce them as evil. Is that what you call righteous? Very admirable.” 

“Of course. We, the Knights Templar, will fight to save one person, even 
if it means losing a thousand soldiers. We will not abandon those who are 
waiting for help just because it’s not worth it. I will proudly uphold our way 
of justice. If you refuse, we will deem you as wicked. There’s nothing 
wrong with expecting integrity from rulers!” 

“Then you can let your knights uphold your righteousness as they die in 
vain. I’m sure you understand. My troops have no obligation to join you in 
your suicidal crusade.” 

“Bastard!” The knight raised his fist once more. 

“Enough!” Eudwright’s booming voice stopped the knight. 

I turned around to see the commander, the governor, Albus, and the 
priest scurrying down the church corridor towards us. 

Eudwright looked furious as he pushed his way through the crowd of 
people. He grabbed the knight mounting Sept, lifted him up with one hand, 
and threw him on the wall. The knight groaned in agony as he crumbled to 
the floor. 

Ignoring the knight, Eudwright helped Sept up. “I sincerely apologize, 
Your Majesty,” he said. “I failed to supervise my men. They’re an excellent 
knight, but can be a bit hot-tempered.” 

“Don’t worry about it. I was careless. I let my guard down a little bit too 
much around the Knights Templar. I will have an escort around me next 
time.” 

Eudwright’s expression hardened, unable to say anything back. 


“Commander!” the knight barked, crawling on the floor. “Why are you 
buttering up to that man?! He clearly said that we should abandon the 
prophet. I understand that we need the assistance of witches. But if we 
grovel at them, what will become of our dignity as the Knights Templar?!” 

“You fool! Where is your dignity as a knight?! Our power should only 
be used against threats to the masses. What you displayed was one-sided 
violence!” 

“T beg to differ, Commander.” The fact that he did not yield from the 
commander’s reprimand showed just how steadfast he was. Hands on the 
wall, the knight staggered to his feet, and faced Eudwright. “That man is 
willing to sacrifice one to save a thousand. He will sacrifice a thousand to 
save ten thousand. He is a threat to the people. We must strive to protect 
everyone! Someone in power who disregards even a single person should 
be condemned!” His cutting remark overpowered even Eudwright, his 
superior. 

I almost whistled in admiration, but held myself back, given the 
atmosphere. Instead, a whistle came from my side. Surprised, I lowered my 
gaze, and sure enough, it was Zero. 

“Hey, Witch!” 

“It is fine, Mercenary,” Zero said. “Overly naive and obstinate. I quite 
like their brand of righteousness. Very well. I will accompany the knights 
on their crusade to the Altar.” 

Shit. She said it. In front of many people too. 

Tension turned into confusion as the crowd stirred. Zero sauntered 
through the people and stood between the young knight and Eudwright. 

“Tt is clear that the area up north is now the most dangerous place on this 
continent. Sending inexperienced witches to such a place will only result in 
everyone, including the knights, to fall to the demons. It would be suicide to 
go there with only the Knights Templar. However, if I accompany you, it is 
possible to liberate Knox Cathedral and even rescue the prophet on Generos 
Island.” 

“W-Wait, Zero!” Albus cut in, her face pale. “You’re our most powerful 
asset! You’re way stronger than me. You have to be in Wenias when the 
demons attack again.” 

“Why would I need to be here, Mooncaller?” 


Albus shut her mouth. Zero no longer called her “lass”. She already saw 
Albus as a full-fledged witch. 

“You yourself were going to abandon your post and go into battle,” Zero 
continued. 

“That was partly because you’re here.” 

“Exactly, Mooncaller. My suggestion is based on the assumption that 
Wenias can be adequately defended even without me. Because you are here, 
I can make my move.” 

“Make your move?” The governor blinked, leaning forward. “Am I 
getting this right, Lady Zero? You’re not accompanying the knights to save 
the prophet?” 

“Indeed. That is only a bonus, so to speak.” 

“Then what is your real objective?” 

“The same as the righteous young knight there. Saving both a single 
person and a thousand, no exceptions. That is to say, I will save the world.” 

It was like a line straight out of a drama. Were it not for the current 
situation, laughter would have filled this place, not silence. 

But who could possibly laugh off Zero’s declaration? If there was 
anyone who could save the world, it was her. 

“How are you going to do it?” the governor asked. Everyone probably 
harbored the same question—except me, of course. 

Zero’s answer was brief. “Find the witch who caused all this and kill 
her.” 

Sept snorted, drawing all eyes on himself. “Excuse me,” he apologized 
without getting flustered. “Your absolute confidence and determination 
reminded me of a departed friend. He would have said the same thing. As if 
saying to leave everything to him.” 

Thirteenth naturally came to mind. I did not like the bastard one bit, but 
I did remember the tremendous sense of relief I felt when he was on our 
side. 

“You’re not affiliated with Wenias anyway,” Sept added. “I have no say 
on what you should and should not do.” He turned to the commander of the 
knights. “The decision is yours to make, Commander Eudwright.” 

“That is the best we could ask for,” the commander replied. “But what is 
in it for you? There is no guarantee that the witch 1s in the Altar. I find it 


hard to believe that a witch like you would actually serve the Church 
either.” 

He made a very valid point, and his questioning gaze was 
understandable. 

“Simple,” Zero said, brushing aside Eudwright’s skepticism. “I am 
counting on the Church’s resources. I expect you to secure food and water 
along the way, provide me with a place to sleep, and to keep watch at night. 
Also, you can gather information. If we arrive at Knox Cathedral, a witch 
and a Beastfallen would only draw suspicion. No one would be foolish 
enough to listen to us if we told them to take refuge in Wenias. In short, I 
wish to search for clues on the witch’s whereabouts while I leave all the 
complicated matters to you.” 

“Well, in that case...” 

“That is all as far as interests are concerned,” Zero said. ““There is one 
more reason, however.” Her expression tightened. Her gaze went to Albus, 
causing the young witch to panic, not knowing why she was looking at her. 
“You were talking about taking responsibility, Mooncaller.” 

“Yeah.” 

“And the king. And the young knight.” 

Whose fault was it that the forces of the entire continent had gathered in 
Wenias? 

Whose fault was it that Sept’s mentor died? 

Whose fault was it that the world was flooded with demons? 

No one explicitly said it, but they all thought the same thing. I knew 
what Zero was going to say next. 

Noticing my expression, Zero gave me a rare, awkward smile. “I 
promised never to say it again, Mercenary,” she said. “But I will say it now. 
It is my fault. I am the root of all this evil. I created Magic. I invented the 
technique and failed to control it. I have never once forgiven myself for 
that.” Her voice was firm. “Which is why I am going north. I will go even if 
the Knights Templar refuse my company. Even if I have to do it alone. Any 
objections?” No one answered, and Zero nodded with satisfaction. “Then it 
is settled.” 

As I stared blankly at Zero, Cal, who was standing next to me, shot me a 
glance, as though he wanted to say something. 

“You look like you have something to say,” I said. 


“T just thought you looked calm.” 

“What?” 

“If Zero is going to accompany the knights, that means you’re going 
with her, right? To be frank, it’s a trip with less than an eighty-percent 
survival rate.” 

“Oh, right.” Scratching my nose, I turned my gaze elsewhere. 

Astounded, Cal stroked his chin—or his beak, in this case. “Were you 
always so daring?” 

“Nah. Even now, I don’t wanna die. It’s just, a lot happened since the 
Akdios incident. Besides, if there’s anywhere in the world that’s safest, it’s 
next to her.” 

“That’s true, I guess.” Cal crossed his arms, looked up at the ceiling, and 
let out a sigh. He seemed to understand. 

“What about you, Priest?” Zero asked. 

The priest, who had been silently watching the situation, raised an 
eyebrow. “Me?” 

“The Church ordered you to watch us. This crisis affects the Church, not 
only Dea Ignis. Will you continue to accompany us, or will you take on a 
different task?” 

“T... As long as my order remains the same, I will continue watching 
you.” 

“Even now that you have no one to report to?” 

The priest swallowed. 

“There is no one here who can give you a different order to begin with. 
It is time for you to use your judgement and decide what action to take. You 
do realize that the situation is so dire that the Saint is joining a meeting as 
the representative of the Church, no?” 

Unni. 

“Either way, that is for you to figure out yourself.” Zero turned to 
Eudwright. “Commander, once you have decided on the departure date, 
send a messenger to me. Let us go, Mercenary.” 

Zero turned around and walked away, as if saying she had no more 
business at the meeting. No one stopped her, and I followed in silence. 
Behind us, the governor was dispersing the onlookers while announcing the 
resumption of the meeting. 


After walking in the spacious church for a while, I spotted a small rat 
Beatfallen sitting behind a pillar of a side door. 

“What a coincidence, or not. What’s up, squirt?” 

She was obviously waiting for us. 

Lily glanced at us. “Are you going north?” she asked. 

She probably rushed to see the commotion earlier, but could not show 
herself, and ended up eavesdropping. 

“Apparently,” I replied. 

“Yes,” Zero added. “I find it quite troublesome, but the world needs 
saving.” 

“What about me?” Lily asked. 

Zero and I exchanged glances, frowning. Should we take Lily north or 
not? She had been following us of her own accord all this time, but from 
here on out, it would be too dangerous. Even for a terrifying Beastfallen 
like her. 
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“Are you leaving me?” 

I felt somewhat guilty. Before I could say something, Zero crouched 
down and looked Lily in the eye. 

“What do you want to do?” the witch asked. 

Unable to answer even a simple question, Lily just looked down and 
mumbled something under her breath, grabbing and then letting go of her 
clothes repeatedly. 

There was something strange about her. She had been adamant about 
coming with us, practically going against our will. 

Suddenly, I remembered the reason why she insisted on coming with us. 
“Are you worried about your parents?” 

Her grip on her skirt tightened. She didn’t want to come with us. She 
wanted us to follow her. 

The moment I realized this, my ears dropped. I had no idea what to do. I 
too had a family that I left behind. Even though it had been years since I left 
the village, I was curious to know how my parents and the villagers were 
doing. 

How could Lily, who had just left her parents a short time ago, not be 
worried? 


“T-It’s not that dangerous down south,” Lily said. “Mom and dad might 
still be alive, but they might be in danger. I-I want to go help them.” 

I couldn’t say that I could help her. She knew that as well, but she still 
wanted to do something. 

When I couldn’t say anything, Zero gave Lily a pat on the head and 
stood up. “The Knights Templar are supposed to be dispatched to Lutra 
Cathedral at some point. I can make arrangements for you to accompany 
them. But that is all I can do for you.” 

Lily nodded, clutching the gem she wore around her neck. “I guess... 
this is goodbye.” 

Well, whadda ya know? She already knew what was important to her all 
along. Whatever we did, she would never change the path she had decided 
to take. 

Lily was trembling from fear and loneliness. She was prepared to tag 
along with unfamiliar people and traverse through a land crawling with 
demons to get to Lutra. 

“Speaking of which, Rat,” Zero said. “The priest owes you a favor, does 
he not?” 

Lily’s ears perked up. 

“If you are heading to Lutra, you might want to settle that as soon as 
possible. Dea Ignis never uses a church’s main door. If you wait for him by 
a side entrance, you might see him after the meeting.” 

Good luck, they said. After leaving those nonsensical words of support, 
Zero and Mercenary walked away. She did not expect much, but still she 
felt incredibly sad. 

If they told her to come with them, what would she have done? She 
would have been very happy, but she probably wouldn’t have gone with 
them anyway. 

Lily’s parents were irreplaceable to her. 

I'll be fine alone. 

She crouched down, hanging her head low, and dirty brown rats scuttled 
toward her, surrounding her as though concerned. 

It cheered her up a little. 

I’m not alone, so I'll be fine. Lily clutched the necklace given to her by 
her parents. 


There was no need to see the priest. She could just go after Zero and 
Mercenary right now and tell them she would go to Lutra with the knights. 

But she could not stand up. Instead she stayed there, sitting. Until she 
heard the priest’s footsteps. 

He was walking towards Lily, his staff tapping on the marble floor. 

Lily had no intention of calling out to him. There was no need to settle 
his debt. Half-convinced that he would simply walk right past her, she 
stayed close to the wall and waited, holding her breath. 

Sure enough, the priest walked right past her. But a few steps later, he 
stopped in his tracks. 

“Don’t you have something to say to me?” he said. 

Lily jumped and shook her head. There was no way he could see her 
gesture, but she could not get her voice out either. 

She was afraid that if she opened her mouth, her wish, precious and 
sincere, would only get rejected. She knew that all too well, which is why 
she could not possibly utter a word. 

“You were talking about favors,” he said. 

“You heard that?” 

“T have good ears. So, did you make up your mind?” 

Lily shook her head. 

The priest turned around, walked towards Lily, and stopped right in front 
of her. “I will only ask you once. What do you want me to do?” 

“Nothing.” 

The priest struck the floor hard with his staff. “I despise obvious lies. 
You want me to do something for you, don’t you? You wouldn’t be waiting 
here for me otherwise. Whatever it is, 1t is my decision whether to accept or 
refuse. It’s against my principles for others to make my own decisions for 
me.” 

“T don’t want to be turned down.” 

“So you’re throwing away the chance that I’d agree to whatever it is you 
want?” 

“B-But... You hate me!” 

“Are you stupid?” The priest let out a deep, exasperated sigh. 

Lily was used to being ridiculed, scorned, and people getting appalled at 
her. At least, she should be, but she was terrified of the priest despising her. 

“T-I’m sorry,” she muttered. 


“T’ve said it before, but you’re so obsequious, it’s sickening.” 

Lily clenched her teeth. 

“When did I ever say that I hated you?” the priest said. 

“Huh? Uh, a-always?” It seemed too late to ask that question at this 
point. 

The priest hit her head with his staff. 

“S-See?! Y-You always hit me! You’re so mean to me!” 

“I’m like this to everyone.” 

“No, you’re not! You’re much nicer to other people!” 

“Huh? You want me to pretend to be a nice guy to a rat?” 

Lily’s eyes grew wide. “You’ve been pretending?” 

“Before I became a priest, I was a thief and a scam artist. You think a 
scum like me can be a kind-hearted saint?” 

Really? Lily thought. The priest who was screaming curses at 
Mercenary and Zero seemed much more natural than the priest who was 
friendly and kind. 

“Besides, it’s not you that I hate, but Beastfallen in general. Female 
Beastfallen, in particular, make me sick. Normally, I wouldn’t even be 
talking to you like this.” 

I knew it. He hates me. He did not need to tell her that to know. 

Holding back the urge to cry, Lily frantically searched for an escape 
route, but before she could take that first step, the priest’s staff blocked her 
path. 

He let out another sigh. “Yet here I am, talking to you,” he said. “Are 
you really that stupid to not know what this means?” 

Lily blinked repeatedly and looked up at the priest. Even when he was 
wearing an eyepatch, she could tell that he had a frown on his face. 

Lily suddenly remembered why she liked him. 

It was because he talked to her. He treated her as an equal. He threw 
curses at her, just like he did at Mercenary and Zero. He hit her and 
defended her. 

Most people would not even want to get close to Lily. None of them 
wanted to touch her because rats carried diseases. 

The priest, however, ran from the enemy while carrying her. A man who 
served the Church, an institution that labeled Beastfallen as symbols of 


depravity and persecuting them. He was an adjudicator from Dea Ignis, a 
group infamous for their brutality. 

Lily knew exactly what deep-seated hatred looked like. 

“Well, if there’s nothing you really want, then fine. I don’t really care.” 
Letting out a snort, the priest turned his back to Lily. 

If Lily let him walk away now, she might not ever see him again. Since 
this might be the last time, she decided to muster up some courage. 

“W-Wait!” Lily started running. 

The priest was already quite some distance away. She leapt onto his leg 
and embraced it tight. She thought he would dodge like always or shake her 
off, but the priest silently came to a halt. It was enough to give Lily the 
boost she needed. 

“C-Come... w-with...” 

Her body and voice trembled, and her nose began dripping even when 
she wasn’t crying. Sniffling, Lily looked at the priest’s face. 

The priest looked at her as well. “Come, what?” 

Lily burst into tears. ““B-Blease come w-with me to L-Lutra! I-I want to 
help mom and dad, b-but I’m too scared to go alone! B-Big bro and big sis 
said th-they can’t go. Th-They said I could go with p-people from the 
Church, b-but I’m scared of strangers! Please! Please! Please!” Despite 
being seventeen years old, she was acting like a child, wailing while 
clinging to the priest’s leg. 

She actually wanted to beg Mercenary like this. But she did not want to 
trouble the man. Lily knew what kind of a personality he had. He would not 
accept her request, but he would not abandon her completely either. He was 
the type to cruelly push someone away, but fret over it afterwards. 

The priest, on the other hand, could reject anything Lily asked him to do 
without a shred of remorse. She found his coldheartedness comforting. 

Even her desperate plea was probably pointless. Nevertheless, telling the 
priest about her request was enough for Lily. The priest showed concern for 
her, and that alone made her happy. She had already accepted his inevitable 
decision. 

“T told you to tell me quick,” the priest said with a sigh. 

Lily did not understand what he meant. 

The priest grabbed the gaping Lily by the scruff of the neck and lifted 
her up like a cat, then turned back to the meeting room. 


“Huh?” Lily was confused. 

The priest opened the door leading to the conference room. “Your 
Eminence,” he said. “Regarding the expedition to the Seven Cathedrals, I 
understand that I am free to decide which group to accompany.” 

As soon as the priest entered the room, a woman with pale scarlet hair 
rose to her feet. “Oh, my!” she exclaimed in delight. “So you accept, yes? 
That’s very kind of you, Father.” She turned to the hawk Beastfallen. “See, 
Cal? I told you Father would definitely do it.” 

“Yeah, you were right,” the Beastfallen replied. “Now please sit down 
before you fall over.” 

The priest watched as Lia sat back down before speaking. “Then I 
request to accompany the group headed for Lutra Cathedral. A rat will be 
joining as well.” He picked up Lily like a cat and thrust her in front of them. 
“Please be cautious in forming the squad, in case there are rat haters among 
them. I will explain her usefulness later, but I strongly recommend that you 
inform the knights this: If you anger her, even a company of thousands of 
troops might be destroyed, so if they value their lives, they better not try 
anything funny. That’s all from me. Say hi, Lily.” 

“Huh? Uh, what?” The sudden attention made Lily panic. She 
floundered in the air, but the priest was not going to put her down. Unable 
to bear the silence and attention, she finally spoke. “N-Nice to meet you.” 

“You do not have to come with me if you do not want to, Mercenary,” 
Zero said suddenly as she lay on the bed. 

“What?” Sitting on the floor, I stopped as I was about to put some 
pickled vegetables in my bag. I turned to Zero with a frown. “What do you 
mean by that?” We were in my room, preparing for our journey. 

“T believe it is not only Rat who has a family down south.” 

I gave a start. Come to think of it, I told Zero about my hometown once. 
I told her that I was from the south and that I left my village when I was 
thirteen. Clearly she remembered. 

“When Rat said she was going to her parents, you were clearly 
perturbed. You remembered your family, yes? If you say you are going with 
Rat to Lutra, I will not stop you.” 

I get it. That explained why she said she was going north alone. I 
thought it was only a figure of speech, but apparently she meant to go 
without me. 


“As I have mentioned, this tragedy is my fault,” Zero continued. “I am 
certain you did not expect for things to become this serious. You may blame 
me.” 

“We’ve gone over this before,” I said. “What’s important is to know who 
we have to take down to end this. There’s no point in blaming others at this 
point.” 

“What if your parents die because of me? Your village burned to ashes?” 

I went silent. I shoved the jar of pickles into my bag and slowly stood 
up. Curious what kind of look Zero wore, I peered at the bed, but the witch 
rolled over, turning her back to me as if to hide her expression. 

“T may have indirectly killed your family,” she said. 

“Maybe.” 

“And Rat’s parents. If Master’s spell reached south, they are most 
certainly dead.” 

“We don’t know that for sure. If they managed to take refuge in the 
cathedral, they might have survived.” 

“Demons are terrorizing the powerless everywhere. I—” 

“Oh, just shut up already. I’m going with you,” I said firmly. “I don’t 
care if you’re the root cause of the worst witch incident in history.” 

Zero turned to me, wearing a helpless look. Her usual dignified aura was 
nowhere to be found. 

“I’m worried about the village and my parents, yes. But I don’t even 
know if my parents are still alive. It’s a small village. It could’ve been 
wiped off the map before the demons attacked. That’s how much I didn’t 
care. You can’t just expect me to suddenly feel love for my old place now 
that there’s actual danger, and then leave you. It feels like... you know.” 

Zero burst into laughter. “I have no idea what you mean, Mercenary.” 

“Come on, you know what I mean. It’s uncool and pathetic. Feels like 
I’m using my parents as an excuse ’cause I’m too scared to go north.” 

“T see.” Zero continued laughing for a while. Then she exhaled and sank 
back on the bed, facing upward. 

“T understand,” she said, nodding to herself. “In that case, I will not stop 
you.” Grinning, she looked at me. “Well, then. Let us go on a journey to 
save the world.” 

Like always, Zero made it sound like she was just inviting me for an 
afternoon nap. I decided to match her nonchalance. 


“Sure. But three copper coins is our max budget for snacks.” 


Later that night, Lily came into my room with a bright smile on her face 
to tell us that the priest agreed to go with her. 

While Lily was explaining things, the priest appeared as well, dutifully 
announcing the temporary suspension of the Church’s surveillance on Zero. 

“Do not be sad, Priest,” Zero said. “You too, Rat. I enjoyed your 
company.” 

“Thanks, I suppose,” the priest replied. “Though I only have bad 
experiences of getting almost killed countless times.” 

He was right. It wasn’t just once or twice that he ended up teetering on 
the ridge between life and death simply by virtue of being with us. Thats 
only because he’s weak, though. 

“You know what?” Lily said. “Once I find my mom and dad, I’m 
coming back here. You’re coming back too, right?” 

“If we don’t die,” I replied. 

Lily hung her head down, clearly hurt. An unforgiving blow from the 
priest’s staff struck me on the head. 

Damn it. I really cant dodge that shit. 

“Rest assured, Rat,” Zero said. “Even if I fail to save the world, I will 
protect Mercenary.” 

“No, no,” the priest protested. “What you should be saying is ‘I will 
save the world even at the cost of Mercenary’s life’.” 

“T do not see the value in protecting a world without Mercenary.” 

“You dummy,” I said. “If the world is destroyed, I will die eventually.” 

The witch frowned at the shocking new fact. “That is true,” she said. 
“Then I will protect both.” 

“T quite like that about you,” I said, mimicking Zero’s tone. 

Zero chuckled and elbowed me. “You have become quite bold.” 

The priest clicked his tongue. “We’ll be leaving tomorrow morning. 
We’ll ride with Gouda on his dragon and head south ahead of the knights. 
Even though there’s no current threat to the south, it’s better to inform them 
of the critical situation as soon as possible. Apparently, the dragon can carry 
two adults and a child.” 

“Really, huh? I’m surprised Gouda’s being so cooperative.” 

“He’s a Church follower, after all.” 


Oh, right. I forgot about that. 

A former leader of his nation’s Magic Corps, Gouda was a Church 
believer and severely lacked any talent for Magic. He had repeatedly said 
that he was a follower. He would gladly lend a hand if the Church asked 
him to. 

“T guess things are settled for now,” I said. “The princess is going to 
study Sorcery under the Mooncaller for a while. If she trains hard to control 
her magical power, she should be able to cast Magic without any problems 
in the future. She’ll be a huge asset then.” 

“That is all from me,” the priest said. “I have to prepare for our 
departure tomorrow. You too, Lily.” 

“O-Okay!” 

After a moment of hesitation, Lily hugged me and Zero in turn, then 
rushed out of the room in embarrassment. 

The priest turned to follow her, but I stopped him. “Hey. I know this 
sounds unreasonable, but can you do me a favor?” 

“No.” 

“At least hear me out first, you fucking priest! I’m swallowing my pride 
here!” 

“It does not look like you are showing humility,” Zero remarked. 

“Shut the hell up, Witch! Shit. I shouldn’t have said anything.” 

“So, what is it?” the priest asked. 

“So you’re gonna hear me out?” 

“T did not say I would agree to it.” 

Yeah, yeah. Whatever. 

I put the biggest scowl on my face and clicked my tongue. I tore up a 
piece of cloth, wrote down the location of a certain village, and shoved it to 
the priest. 

“What’s this?” 

“It’s my hometown. It’s a small village, and I can’t say it’s close to 
Lutra.” 

“Very well,” he said curtly. 

As I stayed there, jaw on the floor, the priest turned to leave the room as 
if nothing had happened. But right as he stepped out into the hallway, he 
turned around. 


“T don’t know if there’s such a thing as divine blessings for witches and 
Beastfallen,” he said. “But may God bless you. Until next time.” 

It was only me and Zero once more. 

“T didn’t get the chance to thank him,” I said, frowning. “He accepted it 
too readily.” 

“You can thank him next time,” Zero said. 


The next morning, there were loud cheers as a silver dragon flew across 
the clear sky. 

Zero and I watched the scene from the window. For a while, we just 
idled in the silent room. 

But there was no time to be sentimental right now. 

We had a deadly job to do: going to the Altar. Accompanying us were 
more or less ten thousand Knights Templar, led not by Commander 
Eudwright. From what I heard, it was the one who commanded the knights 
at the eastern tunnel. 

““Wasn’t the eastern tunnel where the knights abandoned the front lines 
early on and joined up with the guys at the southern tunnel?” 

I would not call them weak for it. As someone who had been in the 
mercenary business for a long time, I thought it was a wise decision to 
retreat without trying to force a fight against unknown entities. 

“The Commander will personally introduce us today, apparently,” Zero 
said. 

“Introduced to a witch and a Beastfallen, huh? I wonder how they would 
react. Can’t say I’m looking forward to it.” 

“Do not worry about a thing. The Commander did not say anything to 
us.” 

“That guy’s an exception. Even then, he’s a bit tense when talking to me. 
Then again, they were almost killed by possessed Beastfallen. He’d be 
crazy not to feel anything at all around me. Anyway, don’t be offended if 
they react a little harshly, okay?” 

“T understand. I will do my best.” 

Did she really understand, though? 

In any case, we had no say over whoever they chose as commander. 

While we were lazing around in our room, servicing our equipment and 
such, a messenger from the knights’ commander came to call us. 


They led us to the church, and when we passed through the main doors, 
we were greeted by Eudwright. 

The man was still clad in his armor, but today a helmet covered his 
whole head from the neck up. At first glance, it was hard to tell if he was 
human or not. 

“Thank you for coming,” he said. “I will introduce you to the 
commanding officer right away. Gemma!” 

A person stepped out from behind Eudwright. 

“Oh, it’s the guy from yesterday,” I said. 

“That is correct.” Eudwright nodded gravely. 

It was the young knight who beat up Sept. Now that I had another look 
at him, he was thin enough to hide behind the commander completely. 
Eudwright’s huge build might have contributed to it as well. 

He had brown skin, which was not common in this area, and very short 
hair. When I took a closer look at his face, I was surprised at his chiseled 
features, and how big his eyes were. 

He looked chivalrous and manly. 

“Uh, may I ask a strange question?” I said. 

Gemma cocked his head. “Sure, I guess.” 

“You’re a man, right?” 

“No. I’m sorry, but I’m a woman.” 

Okay, I get it. | lacked the ability to determine the sex of living beings. It 
made me think that maybe even Commander Eudwright was a woman. 

“You got a problem with a woman as commander?” 

“Oh, no. That’s not it. I meant no offense. It’s just, ’'ve been mistaking a 
lot of people’s sex lately.” 

Gemma regarded me with suspicion. 

“Be polite, Gemma,” Eudwright reprimanded. “They may be a witch 
and a Beastfallen, but they will be crucial in protecting your squad.” 

Gemma straightened herself. “I beg your pardon,” she said. “I apologize 
for my behavior, including yesterday’s incident. I intended to make a mild 
protest, but I lost my composure. I have no excuses. My name is Gemma.” 

“T am Zero,” the witch said. “This is Mercenary.” 

“Mercenary is not a name, is it?” 

“And Zero is just a number,” I said. 


“Oh, right.” Gemma blinked repeatedly. Contrary to my first impression 
of her, she seemed to have a straightforward personality. 

“We have our own reasons to keep our real names secret,” I said. “Call 
us whatever you want.” 

There was probably no need to keep my name secret at this point. I was 
actually close to forgetting it myself. 

I held out my hand for a handshake, and Gemma gave a jerk, then froze. 

“Oh, my bad.” I pulled my hand back. “You probably shouldn’t make 
direct contact with me, huh?” 

Gemma quickly shook her head. “Oh, that’s not it! Sorry. I’m a little 
uncomfortable around Beastfallen. For the record, this goes for witches as 
well. I can’t switch gears as well as Commander Eudwright. Although I’m 
aware that we need the power of a witch.” 

“No need to apologize. It’s normal to feel that way.” 

Moreover, she was a young lady from a family of good standing, with 
the authority to command the Knights Templar. She deserved praise just for 
not screaming and cursing in front of a Beastfallen. 

“This may sound like an excuse, but my father was killed by a 
Beastfallen a long time ago,” she said. “It was on the battlefield, so there’s 
no one really to blame, but I just can’t help it. You were a mercenary, too, 
right? Were you in the business for long?” 

“Yeah, kinda.” 

“T see.” Gemma gave a broad smile. “Then you might have at least heard 
of him. A mercenary notorious for his cruelty, known as the Black Beast of 
Death.” 
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